EDGAR: Your Best Source for Company Research

Are you one of the millions of  investors who’d rather be caught in a bear trap than read an SEC filing? We don’t blame you. The SEC requires public companies to submit dozens of forms describing their operating and financial activities. The millions of documents from thousands of firms are collected online in the SEC’s Electronic Data Gathering, Analysis, and Retrieval database (we’re tired already).  If EDGAR, as it’s known, sounds like the name of a persnickety schoolboy, both exasperating and exhausting, well, that’s an apt description. Indeed, if you’ve ever tried to find a specific piece of information in an EDGAR document, you might think MEGO doesn’t stand for My Eyes Glaze Over, but rather Mining Edgar Gets Outrageous. 

And, really, who needs EDGAR anyway? Mega-data sites like Hoovers () do a great job of distilling its terabytes of data into easily digestible formats, like company profiles and tables of key indicators. Legions of analysts, on Wall Street and off, pour over EDGAR documents to find clues about a company’s future and stock price. With so many experienced hands scouring EDGAR for you, why bother to learn how to explore it yourself?  

SEC filings cover an extraordinary range of territory. They discuss in intricate detail the company’s earnings, cash flow,  and financial position. They assess the company’s legal exposures. They tell you when and at what price insiders are buying and selling the stock. They describe the impact of accounting changes. They disclose the risk factors that face IPOs.  They track the company’s performance quarter by quarter. They offer biographies of the company’s directors. 

We’d continue, but we’re running out of verbs. In short, EDGAR represents the most extensive, most accessible, least biased, cheapest, and single best source of information on publicly traded companies. Mega-data sites and analyst reports are important resources; but as information intermediaries, they have their inevitable constraints and biases.  EDGAR gives you the freedom to access original company documents at no cost, so you can do your own research and make your own investment decisions. 

But didn’t we just say using EDGAR is a hassle? While EDGAR has traditionally been difficult to use, over the past several months new websites -- and better features at existing sites -- have made searching, retrieving, reading, and manipulating EDGAR files much, much easier. Of course, you’re still dealing with a massive database of government documents encrusted with a fair amount of legalese.  But using EDGAR successfully doesn’t require any great skill or perseverance, just a desire to learn some basic  tools.

The SEC’s EDGAR site

Let’s take a quick look at the EDGAR site itself. The traditional launch point for finding SEC filings is the Search EDGAR Archives page, located at .   You type your keywords in  the search box, confusingly placed above the title at the top of the page. EDGAR doesn’t give you much of a Help section, and there’s little explanation of how to do successful searches.   

The EDGAR Form Pick () is more useful -- if you are searching for an entire filing from a specific company. The form is a little confusing, but just follow these four steps: 

a)
Select the form type from the dropdown box on top. 

b)
Type as much of the company name as you know in the box below Enter a company 

c)
Select the Date Range (ie, when the form was filed)

d)
Click Submit Choices.  

Among other data, your hits will include the date filed, the form type, and the company name. To open the document, click the [text] link. For documents filed after May 1999, EDGAR also offers filings in HTML. But don’t expect beautifully designed pages  – the HTML documents we looked at looked much the same as text documents. Also, remember that full text of SEC documents usually can’t be retrieved until a day or two after filing.

EDGAR’s Guide to Corporate Filings at  also deserves mention. It provides a short description of the more common forms. It can help you get a handle on the purpose and nature of most SEC forms. It’s not particularly well-organized and the text is somewhat bureaucratic, but it’s certainly useful for getting a handle on a particular form type. [See Sidebar A for descriptions of SEC form types.]

No-Cost EDGAR Search Sites with Special Tools

If you retrieve SEC filings from the EDGAR site, you’ll quickly discover they’re difficult to navigate and use. To begin with, they have no hyperlinks and no index, so you can’t jump quickly to different sections. The text is unformatted and doesn’t fit snugly in your browser window. The search tools are weak. And wouldn’t it be great to be able to download tables directly into Excel to do your own analysis?

Fortunately, several excellent EDGAR search sites pick up where the SEC leaves off.  Their attractive design, easy navigation, and powerful tools make EDGAR a pleasure to use (well, almost). As you would expect, each has its particular strengths.   

FreeEDGAR

FreeEDGAR  () has a host of inviting features. The search form on the homepage is a snap to use: enter the first few letters of  the company name and click Search, then find the company in the listings and click View Filings. Your hits are sorted by the date filed, but you can easily re-sort them by form type or size by clicking the appropriate heading. You can reverse the order of the sort by simply clicking the column title again. 


To open the filing, click the form type. The document is loaded in the right frame. In the left frame there are hyperlinks that can quickly jump to any part of the report -- for example, in a 10-K, the Management Discussion and  Analysis section. (If you hate frames, just click the use No Frames link.) To resize the frames for additional reading space, move your pointer to the border between them, click, and drag the double-arrow in either direction. Remember that you can use the F11 key to switch regular and  full screen mode, which will give you additional reading room.


A new tool at FreeEDGAR is easy conversion to Rich Text File (RTF), which gives the docs a more attractive layout and font. These files can be open and read in most word processors, including Microsoft Word and WordPerfect . You can save the file to disk for future use, or you can load it immediately. Wisely, the hypertext links you see in HTML format are preserved in the RTF version, so you don’t have to go online to get the benefits of indexing. (Just remember to give the link a double click.)  To convert a file to RTF format, just click the RTF button in the right frame.

Here’s one more cool tool: FreeEDGAR can generate an Excel spreadsheet for tables in filings. In the left frame, click the table’s link to open it, then click the Excel button. As with RTF files, the Excel spreadsheets can be loaded directly in the window or saved to disk for future use. Unfortunately, for the most part, tables in the index are merely numbered sequentially, so it’s hard to know what they contain.  But balance sheet, P&L, and cash flow statements in 10K’s are clearly labeled.


You can also get free, real-time access to new filings by clicking the Today’s Filings link on the homepage.   By default, the documents are sorted by time (descending only), but they can be easily sorted by stock with a click on Company Name. The site also allows you to add any company to your “watchlist,” so you’ll be notified by e-mail whenever a new filing is made.


If you’re unfamiliar with the various SEC forms and want to learn more about them, click Reference. You’ll find links for financial statements and current reports, prospectuses, etc.; within each group are descriptions of the various form types. 


One thing we didn’t like about the site is the ads. We have no problem with banner ads – free sites have to pay for themselves somehow. But we can do without the interstitials, those ads that pop up in separate windows. Still, they weren’t overly intrusive, and they are a small price to pay for what has to be considered an outstanding vehicle for accessing EDGAR documents

10-K Wizard

The 10-K Wizard  is another EDGAR search site with outstanding features, most notably its search form. While other sites (including FreeEDGAR) also offer full-text search, the 10-K Wizard makes it easy to combine several different items in a single search. Thus you can search for keywords in specific filings of specific companies for a specific time period. In your list of hits, the purpose of each form is stated (although admittedly, learning that a 13D/A “is an amendment to a SC 13D filing” may not be terribly helpful). For investors who regard the buy/sell action of company officials as key to a stock’s prospects, the site has a special section on insider activity, offered in conjunction with InsiderTrading.com. 

For a short lesson on how to use the search engine, take a look at Sidebar B.  

EdgarScan

EdgarScan , from the accounting giant PriceWaterhouseCoopers, is in some ways the most intriguing of the free EDGAR sites. Besides offering full-text of a company’s SEC filings, EdgarScan extracts key financial indicators from them and arranges the numbers in a “hypertextual table.” For easy reference and verification , each number (current assets, tax rate, etc.) is linked to the section in the underlying SEC document where the number appears.  By using the same indicators for all firms, the financial performance of  a company can be easily compared. 


EdgarScan also features the “Benchmarking Assistant,” a neat little Java applet that presents graphs of operating revenue, retained earnings, and other financial benchmarks. It has a host of options: you can display one to eight years’ of data, choose among various presentation schemes (pie chart, horizontal bar, etc). As with the hypertextual table, you can click on any part of the chart to see the underlying source text in the SEC filing. 

If you register (which requires simply your name and e-mail address), you can organize one or more companies into groups and save them as separate portfolios. The next time you visit the site, your portfolios will be available for display in the chart. EdgarSCAN will even help you select additional companies within industry groups to add to your portfolio for comparison. For further info, click the Help link on the Benchmarking Assistant page. 


The Assistant also has a fine Excel tool. Summary data loaded nicely into an Excel spreadsheet, which could be saved in XLS format for future reference.


None of these feature individually is particularly novel or eye-opening. But taken together, they provide a clean, straight line from the raw data of the SEC filings to graphic display to data massage in an Excel spreadsheet – and it’s all for free.

Other Ways to Access EDGAR

Perhaps the best known of all SEC documents is the 10-K. It’s similar to a firm’s annual report – in fact, the AR is often incorporated directly into the 10-K. But the 10-K usually has a much more detailed discussion of the company operations, including its competition, employee relations, legal proceedings, and other items that a firm is usually disinclined to discuss in an AR, which remains essentially a PR document.

So if you’re visiting the site of a potential buy to check out the company’s products, look for a section called Investors (or something like that). Many listed companies use this section to make their investment case. Among its contents are key financial data, annual reports, press releases…and often direct links to the company’s 10-K for the current and prior years. There may be links to the company’s other filings as well.

Mega-data sites also offer access to EDGAR filings. At Hoovers (), first search for your company; on the Companies tab, click Financials, then click Delayed SEC Filings in the Free Financial Information section. At Quicken (www.quicken.com), on the homepage enter the ticker and click Go; on the Quotes tab, click SEC filings. At MSN MoneyCentral (http://moneycentral.msn.com), click Investor on the homepage, then Stocks, then SEC filings. And at Yahoo!Finance, , click SEC Filings in the Research section; enter the ticker and click Get SEC Filings. 

One more useful site is Disclosure-Investor (). Its Advanced EDGAR Search tool has a handy form, similar to the SEC’s, but with a few more options. The best feature, however, is its descriptions of the various SEC forms; click SEC Filings Guide on the homepage and then the document type. 

Sidebar A

A Short Guide to EDGAR Form Types

The EDGAR database includes dozens of different forms that public companies are required to file with the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC). Here are some of the key forms and areas covered. 

Annual Report Form 10-K is the annual report required by the Securities Exchange Act of 1934. It includes a discussion of the company’s business, financial statements, description of legal proceedings, market action (price range of stocks), discussion of market risk, changes in accounting principles, a list of directors and officers, and executive compensation.  Form 10-K must be filed within 90 days of the end of the company’s fiscal year.

Quarterly Report Form 10-Q is the quarterly report, which has to be filed within 45 days after the end of each of the first three fiscal quarters. It doesn’t have to be filed for the final quarter, whose results are included in the 10-K. Among its contents are quarterly financials (income statements, balance sheet, and statement of cash flows), management’s discussion of operations, legal proceedings.

Significant Events Form 8-K is used to report certain events that are deemed significant to security holders. While Forms 10-K and 10-Q are issued at regular intervals, an 8-K provides more current information on specific events, including a change in control of ownership, disposition, bankruptcy, change in outside auditors, or resignation of a director. 

Insider Activity Sales and purchases of stock by company executives and other “insiders” are disclosed to the public through several forms, including Forms 3, 4, and 5. InsiderTrader.com has an excellent section that describes all the forms at www.insidertrader.com/faq/defs.asp.  KnowEDGAR () is also good for learning about insider trading forms (and other form types too). You’ll need to register for a free trial first. After signing on, in the Interpretive Guide section, click Forms and then click beneficial Ownership and Insider Trading.   

New Issues Form S-1 is used to make disclosures for the offerings of securities. The best-known S-1 is the “red herring” for an initial public offering (IPO) of the company’s stock. The S-1 contains the prospectus, including a summary of the company’s business, how the company plans to use the proceeds from the sale in its operations, financial statements, management’s discussion, and other information. From an investor’s standpoint, one of the most useful parts of the prospectus is the listing of “risk factors.” Some companies can get exempted from filing an S-1 (and use a kinder, gentler form instead) by filing 10-Ks and 10-Qs  with the SEC for at least three years and meeting additional requirements.   

Sidebar B
Learn to use the 10-K Wizard

Suppose you were considering purchase of the stock of AMR Corp., parent of American Airlines. You recently read about the impact of the growth in passenger miles on its results; you want to find the actual number of passenger miles for 1999. You’ll search at the 10-K Wizard for this information in the company’s most recent 10-K (that sounds redundant, but remember that the site offers access to all other forms as well). 

Start at the 10-K Wizard homepage (www.10kwizard.com/). In the Ticker box type AMR (if you didn’t know the stock symbol, you could click Here below to look it up). In the Word Search box, type “passenger miles”. (While the site doesn’t specifically say so, the 10-K Wizard will search for text strings with more than one word if you enclose them in quotes.)  Leave the SIC Code box empty. 

The search dates are set to retrieve reports for the trailing 12 months. Just to make sure you capture at least one annual report, open the dropdown for the From month, and set it back three months to give you 15 months’ of reports (for example, change July to Apr). Leave the To date as is. Leave the Industry option as is. In the Form Group, open the dropdown box and select Annual Reports. Click Search. 

The 10-K Wizard found two annual reports. In the Count column, you see 5 for each report, meaning there was five occurrences of “passenger miles” in each. Both filings probably contain the same information; let’s use the more recent one. Click AMR Corp. for the March 27 filing.


On the Filing Blurbs page you see extracts from the report, with “passenger miles” displayed as  hyperlinks in each. Clicking the link jumps you to surrounding text in the report.  


Look over the blurbs. The third blurb describes the number of passenger miles, and the fourth has a chart that compares passenger miles for the last three years. That may be all you need, but it usually pays to look at the surrounding text. Click passenger miles in the third blurb link. Scroll down the page and you’ll find the relevant passage, with  passenger miles highlighted in red. 

Sidebar C

How SIC Codes Work

At FreeEDGAR, 10K-Wizard, and other sites, you can search for documents by its Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) code. SICs classify the entire US economy into industry segments. So, for example, if you want to check out companies in the cable TV business, you could search for SIC 4841.  EDGAR sites often provide lookup forms; but if not, there’s an excellent tool at . SIC codes are gradually being replaced by a similar system, called NAICS codes.  If at some point you need to search by NAICS code instead (or vice versa), use the conversion table available at . 

