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1 Introduction 

This study examines how accounting complexity and conservatism of accounting standards relate to financial 

reporting quality. We measure financial reporting quality by the occurrence of a restatement, and we identify accounting 

complexity by the choice a firm makes between successful efforts and full cost accounting methods in the oil and gas 
industry. Successful efforts is generally perceived as a more complex and more conservative accounting method, while full 

cost is perceived as a less complex accounting method. The oil and gas industry is a unique setting where a firm can freely 

choose between two accounting methods that follow generally accepted accounting principles (GAAP) to account for their 
oil and gas exploration costs. Therefore, this study provides insight into the ongoing debate within the Financial Accounting 

Standards Board (FASB) on accounting complexity and financial reporting quality. Overall, we find that the conservative 

aspect of the successful efforts accounting method helps to negate some of the negative consequences associated with a 

more complex accounting choice. 

The oil and gas exploration industry had $180 billion in revenue in 2016,1 and is a significant part of the U.S. 

economy with a total market capitalization of $326 billion.2 Because of the size of the oil and gas industry, the financial 

reporting quality of the industry is an area of interest to regulators, investors, and auditors alike. Regulators want accounting 
standards they issue to be transparent and beneficial to financial statement users. Investors want the information in the 

financial statements to be accurate and reliable. Auditors want to identify financial reporting risk factors to assist in pricing 

audits properly and preparing effective auditing procedures based on risk to reduce audit failures.  

Oil and gas exploration firms can choose between two accounting methods for exploration costs: successful efforts 

or full cost. Under the full cost accounting method, all exploration costs are capitalized whether the exploration is successful 

or not. Under the successful efforts method, exploration costs are capitalized when the exploration is successful and oil is 
discovered. Moreover, the successful efforts method involves more judgment regarding capitalization, and the application 

of successful efforts is more complex regarding impairment rules.3  

While both accounting methods may pose subsequent period accounting challenges, successful efforts is generally 

more complex at the beginning of capitalizing or expensing exploration costs. Hence, we define the successful efforts 
method as the more complex accounting method. Successful efforts is differentiated also from full cost by its more 

conservative approach to capitalizing assets at the onset, which may help facilitate reducing the amount of errors in 

subsequent periods. Regulators disagree over which method is better. While the FASB has set guidelines for successful 

 
1 We define this industry as SIC 1311 (crude petroleum and natural gas). The major activity in this industry is oil and gas exploration, 

so we refer to this industry as the “oil and gas exploration” industry. We have excluded SIC 2911 from the sample because of 

differences in operations. SIC 1311 primarily focuses on upstream operations and SIC 2911 focuses on both upstream and 

downstream operations (often mainly focusing on downstream operations).  
2 Revenue and market capitalization for SIC code 1311 were obtained from Bloomberg.   
3 We confirmed this information with a Big 4 audit partner. The complexity of successful efforts was the explanation given by the 

audit partner for successful efforts firms generally having higher audit fees, as can be seen in Table 2, Panel A. The successful efforts 
method has more complexity regarding capitalization. For example, the impairment test is a two-stage test as opposed to a one-stage 

test for the full cost method.  

http://www.NACVA.com/JFIA
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efforts accounting (its preferred method), it has referred full cost firms to the Securities Exchange Commission (SEC) 

guidelines for full cost accounting rather than creating separate guidelines for full cost firms. 

 Discussions of oil and gas accounting differences often involve the comparability and conservativeness of financial 
reporting methods. Throughout the past several decades, the differences between full cost and successful efforts have been 

debated. Recent news has addressed differences in oil and gas accounting standards for impairment recognition. For 

example, on March 28, 2016, the Wall Street Journal discussed the differences in impairments between full cost and 
successful efforts (Dai 2016). Differences between the two methods cause expense recognition to occur in different time-

periods and in different amounts. In the article, a partner at Binder, Dijker, Otte, and Co.is quoted as saying, “The different 

accounting methods firms adopt, as well as the different commodity prices firms use to measure their valuations, lead to 

different ways of recognizing losses from oil and gas assets.” This example is just one comparison differences that arise 

between the two methods.  

The percentage of firms using successful efforts over full cost accounting increased throughout our sample period. 

Successful efforts firms accounted for 45% of oil and gas exploration firms at the beginning of our sample period (2003), 
and at the end of our sample period (2016) they accounted for 62%.4 Figure 1 provides an illustration of the percentage of 

firms using successful efforts over time. There are several reasons for firms choosing one method over the other. A plausible 

explanation is that firms exhibited more accounting conservatism after the Sarbanes Oxley Act, as was shown in Lara, 
Osma, and Penalva (2009). The resulting increase in the number of firms selecting successful efforts may be because this 

method uses a more conservative capitalization method. Another plausible explanation is changes in oil prices. When oil 

prices drop, the successful efforts method is less likely to result in an impairment. We acknowledge there could be various 

reasons managers choose one method over the other. [See Figure 1, pg. 380]  

Firms that choose successful efforts often cite more transparency, analyst preferences, and comparability as their 

motivation for choosing it. For example, on October 10, 2007, Anadarko Petroleum Company (APC) announced that it was 

converting from full cost to successful efforts, resulting in a decrease in retained earnings of approximately $130 million. 
The day of the announcement, APC shares increased 2.5%, indicating that the switch was positive news to investors. More 

recently, on August 3, 2016, Apache Corp. made the switch from full cost to successful efforts and cited transparency and 

comparability as the reasons behind the change (Oil and Gas Investor 2016).  

 Prior studies have examined differences in firm characteristics, earnings response coefficients (ERCs), and the value 

relevance of full cost and successful efforts firms. However, prior research has not examined which method has more 

financial reporting failures, such as restatements, which is an indication of poor financial reporting quality. By comparing 

successful efforts firms using a more complex and conservative financial reporting method against full cost firms using a 
less complex accounting method, we provide insight into the FASB discussion on whether reducing complexity in financial 

reporting is always beneficial to the users of financial information.  

 In a sample of oil and gas exploration firms with the primary SIC code of 1311 from 2003 to 2016, we find that 
firms using successful efforts for exploration costs have better overall financial reporting quality. In this setting, we show 

that a more complex but conservative accounting choice is associated with better financial reporting quality than the less 

complex accounting choice, using restatements as a proxy for financial reporting quality.  

Our results provide empirical evidence that firms using successful efforts have better financial reporting quality 
than firms using full cost. Firms choosing a more conservative accounting method, despite its complexity, contributes to 

higher financial reporting quality than a less complex accounting method. This result suggests that we need to use a more 

holistic approach to evaluate the cost and benefits of accounting complexity and conservatism. The full cost method is both 
less conservative and less complex, and its lower financial reporting quality appears to outweigh any benefits associated 

with the lower complexity attributed to it.  

This study has practical implications for regulators, auditors, investors, and academics. It is relevant to regulators 
because it shows that reducing accounting complexity alone does not necessarily improve financial reporting quality. In 

other words, it is important to consider that accounting standards are multifaceted and that other aspects of the accounting 

 
4 The increasing percentage of firms using successful efforts is predominantly caused by mergers and newer firms selecting successful 

efforts at a higher rate than in the past. We found that only eight firms in our sample period switched methods. Five firms switched to 

successful efforts and three firms switched to full cost. We did not have enough firms change methods to do a change model.  
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standard may help mitigate negative consequences of complex accounting standards. Our findings are relevant to academics 

as we show a setting in which more accounting complexity, coupled with more conservatism, suggests better financial 

reporting quality than one with less complexity. The findings also are relevant to auditors because it shows that full cost 
firms may be at greater risk for financial reporting failures. This information can help auditors make better risk assessments 

and help determine appropriate audit fees and audit effort based on potential risks associated with each accounting method. 

This study is also relevant to investors because information about financial reporting quality can help investors be more 
aware when looking at financial statements that employ various accounting methods, specifically in the oil and gas industry. 

Accordingly, investors can make better decisions by looking at the financials with a more discerning eye. 

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. Section 2 discusses the background of successful efforts and full 

cost methods. Section 3 reviews the related literature and hypothesis development. Section 4 describes the sample selection 
criteria and research design. Section 5 presents our empirical findings. Section 6 presents additional analysis. Section 7 

includes our summary and conclusion. 

2 Background of Successful Efforts and Full Cost Accounting Methods 

Although successful efforts and full cost are both allowed under GAAP, the regulatory decision to allow the option 

between the two methods has not been without controversy. Prior to the 1960s, the only method used by oil and gas firms 

to account for exploration costs was successful efforts. The full cost method came about because of problems with the 
application of the historical cost model under successful efforts. In the oil and gas industry, amounts spent on exploration 

have no predictable relationship to the value of oil and gas discovered. A large amount may be spent to find nothing, but in 

another geographical area, a small amount spent could result in a large discovery.  

The motivation for creating the full cost method was frustration with a historical cost concept that penalizes 
enterprises for exploration efforts that result in no discoveries and does not reward enterprises with the recognition of the 

value discovered for efforts resulting in discoveries.5 Although full cost does not accomplish the latter goal, it does 

accomplish the former by capitalizing all exploration costs as long as discovered values exceed costs on a company-wide 

basis. Full cost also had a desirable impact on reported income and net assets for growing firms.  

In the early 1960s, the full cost method was implemented, and its use grew rapidly. In 1969, the Accounting 

Principles Board (APB) published Accounting Research Study No. 11, Financial Reporting in the Extractive Industries 
(ARS 11; 1969), which analyzed extractive industries and recommended using successful efforts over full cost. The FASB 

replaced the APB in 1973, and it became responsible for setting accounting standards. In 1977, the FASB issued an exposure 

draft requiring firms to use the successful efforts method rather than full cost. The SEC agreed with the FASB that a uniform 

system of accounting should be used, and later in 1977 the FASB issued Statement of Financial Accounting Standards No. 
19, Financial Accounting and Reporting by Oil and Gas Producing Companies (SFAS No. 19; 1977). This new accounting 

standard required firms to use the successful efforts method. However, shortly after the passage of SFAS No. 19, political 

pressure began to rise. 

During the 1970s, the oil and gas industry was heavily criticized for high profits and low competition, and the extra 

attention that came with the new accounting rule caused the industry to lobby and resist the prohibition of the full cost 

method (Sutton 1984). The Department of Energy and the Department of Justice expressed concern about the impact of 

SFAS No. 19 on competition and antitrust issues. The Federal Trade Commission asked the SEC to reverse its support of 
SFAS No. 19. The SEC held hearings about full cost and successful efforts and subsequently issued Accounting Series 

Release No. 253, which allowed both the successful efforts and full cost methods to be used (ASR 253; 1978). After the 

FASB was overridden by the SEC issuing ASR 253, the FASB formally suspended the requirement to use only successful 
efforts in SFAS No. 25, Suspension of Certain Accounting Requirements for Oil and Gas Producing Companies (SFAS 25; 

1979). Today, firms have the option of employing either the successful efforts or full cost method. 

The oil and gas exploration industry has two allowable accounting methods for exploration costs: successful efforts 
and full cost. Under successful efforts, firms capitalize exploration costs when the exploration is successful and expense the 

exploration costs when the exploration is unsuccessful. Under full cost, firms capitalize all exploration costs, even if the 

exploration is not successful.  

 
5 http://www.swlearning.com/accounting/wolk/sixth_edition/chapter15.pdf  

http://www.swlearning.com/accounting/wolk/sixth_edition/chapter15.pdf
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3 Related Literature and Hypothesis Development 

Related Literature 

After the events surrounding accounting standard regulations for the full cost method in the late 1970s, research 
was conducted to identify the differences between companies that used each method. Much of this research stemmed from 

differences claimed by full cost firms who had lobbied to preserve the full cost method (Sutton 1984). A significant argument 

made by lobbyists in favor of preserving the full cost method was that full cost companies was more different than successful 
efforts companies, so the full cost method should remain intact because of these firm differences. Lobbyists claimed that 

full cost firms were more aggressive in exploration operations, were younger, and were financially constrained, which meant 

that debt ratios were more critical for them. Because of these claims, Deakin (1979) performed a study examining whether 

the claimed differences were relevant and accurate. Deakin (1979) found that full cost firms in the 1970s had higher leverage 

and were more likely to use outside capital.  

 Dhaliwal (1980) found that firms using the full cost method in the 1970s had higher debt-to-equity ratios. The 

ability to capitalize expenditures allows some firms to avoid debt covenant violations. Debt covenant violations were a 
concern when the FASB attempted to prohibit the use of the full cost method. Based on Dhaliwal’s (1980) findings, using 

the full cost method to avoid debt covenant violations appeared to be a valid issue at that time.  

In an eight-month window, Collins and Dent (1979) performed an oil and gas study that examined how the proposal 
to eliminate the full cost method affected the market price of oil and gas firms. The study showed that the average risk-

adjusted return for firms using the full cost method was significantly less than the average risk-adjusted return for firms 

using the successful efforts method. When the FASB proposed a ban on full cost, the firms using full cost at the time were 

viewed by investors as inferior to successful efforts firms as a result of the announcement.     

 Limited studies have examined the earnings quality and value relevance differences of full cost and successful 

efforts firms. The earliest study related to the earnings quality of firms was performed by Sunder (1976). Sunder (1976) 

found that successful efforts firms had more conservative numbers for assets and income. Harris and Ohlson (1987) showed 
that firms using successful efforts had higher market-to-book coefficients, which indicates that the successful efforts’ book 

value has greater explanatory power of market value than the full cost method. Bandyopadhyay (1994) found that successful 

efforts ERCs are higher than full cost ERCs. In contrast, Bryant (2003) used a within firm approach and found that the full 

cost method is more value relevant when using earnings information to explain market value variation. 

High earnings quality faithfully represents the features of the firm’s fundamental earnings process that are relevant 

to a specific decision made by a specific decision-maker (Dechow, Ge, and Schrand 2010). Dechow et al., (2010) identify 

various proxies that have been used to measure earnings quality. One of the proxies they identify for earnings quality is 
restatements. Defond (2010) indicates that a restatement is a good measure of earnings quality because a restatement is 

based on an actual event. Prior research has extensively incorporated the use of restatements as a proxy for financial 

reporting quality (e.g, Demerjian, Lev, Lewis, and McVay 2013; Cao, Myers and Omer 2012; and Desai, Krishnamurthy, 
and Venkataraman 2006). Restated financial statements represent a financial reporting failure and an acknowledgement that 

the previously reported financial statement numbers were inaccurate.  

Restatements are a good measure of financial reporting quality because they are events that occurred and are not 

dependent on subjective analysis. Restatements also have a clear and direct impact on investors. Palmrose, Richardson, and 
Sholz (2004) showed that restatements have an average negative market-adjusted return of 9.2% near the restatement 

announcement window. Hribar and Jenkins (2004) showed that firms have an increase in cost of equity capital after a 

restatement. Restatements also create reputational damage to managers that lead to turnover and poorer future employment 
opportunities (Desai, Hogan, and Wilkins 2006). Based on these studies, we assume that a restatement is an objective and 

reasonable measure of a financial reporting failure that has a negative impact on investors and managers. Accordingly, we 

use restatements as a proxy to identify poor earnings and financial reporting quality in our study. Similar to Cheng, Hsieh, 
and Yip (2007), the purpose of this research is to examine whether the choice of an accounting method is associated 

with better financial reporting quality. However, we specifically focus on the successful efforts and full cost methods 

in the oil and gas industry because the methods are appropriate for examining the relative importance of complexity 

on financial reporting quality. 
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This study is the first to examine which method may be associated with more financial reporting failures as proxied 

by restatements. This research fills a gap in the literature by examining the benefits of more or less accounting complexity, 

which provides insight as to whether the reduced complexity of the full cost method provides greater financial reporting 
quality compared to the successful efforts method. This study also contributes to when firms are more likely to misstate 

financial statements as it relates to the accounting choice of successful efforts versus full cost firms. Addressing this question 

is important to the efficient functioning of capital markets which can lead to improved returns, less costly litigation for 
auditors, and enhancing investor protection (Dechow, Ge, Larson, and Sloan 2011), more specifically in the oil and gas 

industry which is a multi-billion dollar industry. 

Hypothesis Development 

The successful efforts method of accounting capitalizes exploration costs when the exploration is successful and oil 
is discovered, and the full cost method capitalizes all exploration costs, regardless of whether the exploration is successful. 

The full cost method goes against the historically conservative nature of accounting, but it is perceived as the less complex 

method of the two. DeFond, Lim, and Zang (2016) show that conservative accounting practices are associated with lower 
restatement rates. However, when more conservatism is accompanied by greater complexity, as is the case with the 

successful efforts method, we do not know if conservatism outweighs the financial reporting disadvantages associated with 

greater complexity.  

The successful efforts method involves more judgments regarding capitalization, and the application of successful 

efforts is more complex regarding capitalization and impairment rules. Theoretical predictions apply to financial statement 

complexity regardless of whether financial statement complexity stems from the complexity of the firm’s business 

transactions (business complexity) or the complexity associated with reporting standards (accounting complexity) (Guay, 

Samuels, and Taylor 2016).  

Regulators expend resources to make accounting information less complex and easier to process (FASB 2007). 

Hobson (2011) found that providing less complex financial information led to greater processing of that information. On 
the other hand, managers may intentionally choose to adopt more complex accounting choices if the personal benefits 

outweigh the costs. For example, Li (2008) found a negative relationship between firm performance and financial statement 

complexity as evidence that managers intentionally increase financial reporting complexity to disguise poor performance. 
Additionally, a complex financial statement may reflect the complexity of the firm’s business transactions and associated 

reporting requirements. That is, managers attempt to avoid unnecessary complexity when preparing financial statements, 

but complex transactions and complex reporting may necessitate complex financial statements. Bloomfield (2008) 

suggested an alternative explanation for the negative relationship between firm performance and financial statement 
complexity documented by Li (2008), which is that poor performance requires managers to provide more detailed 

explanations.  

The FASB view is that reducing unnecessary complexity in financial reporting benefits all FASB stakeholders.6 
Reducing complexity enables financial statement users to more easily identify and understand financial information; less 

complexity also reduces the attestation effort and costs for auditors and lowers preparers’ implementation costs. FASB 

Chairman Russell Golden said in December 2015 at the AICPA Conference on Current SEC and PCAOB Developments, 

“For investors, overly complex financial reports often obscure important information they need to make sound capital 
allocation decisions. For preparers, a complicated, unclear, hard-to-understand standard obscures its meaning. And even 

when an accounting treatment is clear, applying it can be lengthy, difficult, and expensive” (Murphy 2015). On the contrary, 

the complexity of the firm’s business transactions or the complexity of applying the accounting standard may call for more 
accounting complexity in order for the financial information to be transparent and intelligible for the users of this 

information. Ultimately, it could be that the higher complexity associated with the successful efforts method may or may 

not create problems that outweigh the benefits of the conservativeness of the method. This study provides empirical evidence 

that contributes to this discussion. Our hypothesis stated in the null form is as follows: 

H0: Using the successful efforts accounting method (the more conservative method) is associated with the same 

financial reporting quality (measured by restatements) as using the full cost accounting method (the less complex 

method).   

 
6 The FASB further discusses their simplification efforts online at http://www.fasb.org/simplification. 

http://www.fasb.org/simplification


Journal of Forensic and Investigative Accounting 

Volume 12: Issue 2, July–December 2020 

 

372 

4 Sample Selection and Research Design 

Sample Selection 

We used Compustat and identified 3,459 firm-year observations with the primary SIC code of 1311 from 2003 to 
2016.7 We dropped 1,611 observations with missing selection criteria variables in Compustat. Next, we obtained audit fee 

and restatement information from Audit Analytics. We eliminated 178 observations because of missing information in Audit 

Analytics. We obtained exploration cost data from Bloomberg and 10-K reports. We eliminated 475 observations when 
exploration cost data was either missing, reported in a foreign currency, or zero. We used the remaining 1,195 observations 

for our propensity-score matching.  

We began the propensity-score matching process by estimating a probit model of the probability that firms choose 

the successful efforts method. We used the probabilities estimated from the probit model to match firms within a caliper 
distance of 0.03.8 We matched without replacement and eliminated 265 observations when there was no match within the 

required caliper distance. Our final sample consists of 190 firms and 930 firm-year observations. There are 74 observations 

with a restatement and 856 observations with no restatement in the final sample. We also checked for Accounting and 
Auditing Enforcement Releases (AAER) to determine whether our restatements were the result of intentional or 

unintentional behavior.9 [See Table 1, pg. 381] 

Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 2. Panel A of Table 2 shows the characteristics for the successful efforts 
and full cost firms used in the first stage of the propensity-score matching process where we used a probit model for 

estimating the likelihood of using the successful efforts method. There is a statistically significant difference in the means 

that shows successful efforts firms are larger in size, pay higher audit fees, are older, have longer audit tenure, and are more 

likely to experience a loss than full cost firms. Full cost firms have higher exploration costs. There are no statistically 
significant differences in means for leverage, business segments, foreign incorporation, market-to-book, merger activity, 

material weaknesses, return on assets, use of a Big 4 audit firm, use of a Tier 2 auditor, and special items. [See Table 2, pg. 

381–382] 

Panel B of Table 2 shows the characteristics for the successful efforts and full cost firms in the restatement sample. 

This sample is a result of matching based on a firm’s propensity to use the successful efforts method. An important 

requirement of propensity-score matching is that the treatment and control groups have similar means for explanatory 
variables (covariate balancing). Covariate balancing requires that no significant differences exist between the explanatory 

variables of successful efforts and full cost firms. The outcome variable (restatements) is the only statistical difference that 

should exist between the treatment group and the control group. Descriptive statistics of the restatement sample are 

consistent with the requirements of propensity-score matching. The number of restatements is the only characteristic 

difference with statistical significance between successful efforts and full cost firms. 

Panel C of Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics for restated and non-restated firms in our restatement sample. 

There is a significant difference in means that shows firms with restatements are more likely to use the full cost method, are 
more likely to have merger activity, and are more likely to have an internal control weakness. Firms without restatements 

are older, have longer audit tenure, are more likely to be incorporated outside of the United States, and have higher 

exploration costs. 

Research Design 

Propensity-Score Matching 

 
7 For robustness, we tested restatements by including SIC code 2911. However, with the sample attrition from propensity-score 

matching, there were no SIC code 2911 firms with a restatement in the final sample. As a result, our analysis is presented only with 

SIC 1311 firms.  
8 Results hold for matching on every caliper distance from 0.01 through 0.10. We elected to report results using a caliper of 0.03, 
because it is the most commonly used caliper for propensity-score matching in the accounting literature (Shipman, Swanquist, and 

Whited 2016).  
9 Only one firm in our sample period was cited with an AAER enforcement action. The cited firm used successful efforts and had two 

related AAERs. We also verified that no restatements in the final sample were due to clerical errors or SEC Staff Accounting 

Bulletins. All restatements in the final sample relate to financial reporting quality.  



Journal of Forensic and Investigative Accounting 

Volume 12: Issue 2, July–December 2020 

 

373 

We believe that the likelihood of using the successful efforts method is based on observable firm characteristics, so 

we used propensity-score matching to address potential endogeneity. Following Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983), we used 

propensity-score matching to control for differences in observable firm characteristics between firms using each accounting 
method while estimating treatment effects. Propensity-score matching is a method of matching observations based on the 

probability of undergoing the treatment, which in our study is the probability of using the successful efforts method. 

Propensity-score matching minimizes differences between the characteristics of firms using successful efforts and full cost 

to prevent these differences from leading to functional form misspecification.10  

We started the propensity-score matching process by using a probit model to estimate the likelihood that firms 

choose the successful efforts method (treatment model). All variables in the treatment model should be in the outcome 

models, and all variables in the outcome models should be in the treatment model (Shipman et al., 2016). Hence, all variables 
included in the probit model used to estimate the likelihood that firms choose the successful efforts method also are included 

in our restatement test. Variables used in our regression have been shown in prior research to affect the probability of firms 

selecting the successful efforts method (Deakin 1979; Lilien and Pastena 1982; Malmquist 1990) or the probability of a 
restatement (e.g., Romanus, Maher, and Fleming 2008; Blankley, Hurtt, and MacGregor 2014; Srinivasan, Wahid, and Yu 

2015). The definitions for all variables can be found in Appendix A. Our probit model estimating the likelihood that firms 

use the successful efforts method is as follows: 

Method = β0 + β1Size + β2Leverage + β3Business + β4Fees + β5Age + β6Tenure +  

β7Foreign + β8MTB + β9Merger + β10Material_Weakness + β11Loss + β12ROA 

+ β13Big4 + β14Tier2 + β15Sprecial_items + β16Compustat_Items + β17Exploration + β18Year + ɛ 

Table 3 reports the probit model estimation results for the accounting choice of successful efforts.11 Table 3 shows 
that higher audit fees (p-value = 0.02), older firms (p-value = <0.01), losses (p-value = 0.04), and higher ROA (p-value = 

0.07) make a firm more likely to use the successful efforts method. Higher exploration costs (p-value = <0.01), use of a Big 

4 auditor (p-value = <0.01), use of a Tier 2 auditor (p-value = <0.01), and Compustat items (p-value = 0.02) make a firm 

less likely to use the successful efforts method. [See Table 3, pg. 383] 

Restatements 

Our proxy for financial reporting quality is the use of restatements. We used a probit regression model to estimate 
the probability of a restatement. The purpose of this test was to determine whether firms using successful efforts have a 

lower or higher likelihood of experiencing a restatement. Several variables used in our regression have been shown in prior 

research to affect the probability of a restatement (e.g., Romanus et al., 2008; Blankley et al., 2014; Srinivasan et al., 2015). 

Because we used propensity-score matching, all variables included in the probit model used to estimate the likelihood that 
firms choose the successful efforts method also were included in our restatement test of financial reporting quality. The 

definitions for all variables can be found in Appendix A. Our restatement regression model is as follows: 

Restatement = β0 + β1Method + β2Size + β3Leverage + β4Business + β5Feees + β6Age +  

β7Tenure + β8Foreign + β9MTB + β10Merger + β11Material_weakness + β12Loss + β13ROA + β14Big4 + 

β15Tier2 + β16Sprecial_items + β17Compustat_items +  

β18Exploration + β19Year + ɛ 

 
10 Functional form misspecification is a type of endogeneity that occurs when the relation between the outcome variable and the 

explanatory variables is not properly specified, which results in biased estimates (Shipman et al., 2016). The bias resulting from 

functional form misspecification is exacerbated when the characteristics of the treatment and control group become dissimilar. By 

matching observations based on observable characteristics using the estimated likelihood of receiving the treatment, propensity-score 

matching forms treatment and control groups that are similar across explanatory variables (covariate balancing). Reducing differences 

in covariates between the treatment and control groups helps to effectively match counterfactuals. This balancing of covariates allows 
for relaxed assumptions about the functional form of variable relations, thereby alleviating the concern about functional form 

misspecification that can result in biased estimates (Shipman et al., 2016).   
11 We examined variable inflation factors (VIFs) to identify potential multicollinearity. According to Greene (2000, 255-56), “as a rule 

of thumb, for standardized data a VIF > 10 indicates harmful collinearity.” All our variables included in the first-stage model and 

second-stage models have VIFs under 10.  
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The dependent variable is Restatement. Firms with a restatement are assigned a value of one and zero otherwise. 

Method, our primary variable of interest, is coded as a one if the firm uses successful efforts and zero otherwise.  

5 Empirical Findings 

Table 4 shows that the use of successful efforts is negatively associated with the likelihood of a restatement. Our 

variable of interest (Method) shows successful efforts has a negative association with restatements (coefficient = -0.363, p-

value = <0.01). This finding supports the assertion that successful efforts firms are less likely to have restatements despite 
successful efforts being the more complex accounting method. It appears that the benefits of the more conservative method 

outweigh the financial reporting disadvantages that accompany a more complex method. The lower complexity of the full 

cost method does not appear to be associated with increased financial reporting quality more than the benefits of using the 

more complex and more conservative successful efforts method. Control variable coefficients with statistical significance 

include Foreign, MTB, Merger, Material_Weakness, and Exploration. [See Table 4, pg. 384] 

Our main result is that firms using successful efforts are less likely to have a restatement. This benefit indicates that 

successful efforts firms are associated with having higher financial reporting quality. In this setting, the more complex and 
more conservative accounting choice (successful efforts) is associated with better financial reporting quality than the less 

complex accounting choice (full cost).  

6 Additional Analyses 

Restatements with a Negative Effect on the Financial Statements 

 Table 5 presents the results of an additional analysis to determine whether the successful efforts method versus the 

full cost method has a different influence on the likelihood of a restatement that results in a negative effect on the financial 

statements. Partitioning restatements based on the effect to the financial statements is important because restatements with 
a negative effect have more severe consequences (Shin, Xu, Lacina, and Zhang 2014). We use Audit Analytics to identify 

whether the net effect of the restatement was positive or negative on the financial statements. Of the 74 restatements in our 

main analysis, 61 restatements had a negative effect on the financial statements.12 After dropping 13 positive effect 
restatements from the sample and matching based on the propensity score to use the successful efforts method, we have a 

final sample of 912 firm-year observations. [See Table5, pg. 385] 

Table 5 shows that the use of successful efforts is negatively associated with the likelihood of a restatement with a 
negative effect on the financial statement. Our variable of interest (Method) shows successful efforts has a negative 

association with restatements that have an adverse effect on the financial statements (coefficient = -0.258, p-value = 0.08). 

This finding is consistent with our main analysis and supports the assertion that successful efforts firms are less likely to 

have restatements in general and are also less likely to have restatements with a negative effect on the financial statements.  

Restatement Materiality 

 We also performed additional analysis to determine whether successful efforts vs full cost has an association with 

the materiality of a restatement. The materiality of a restatement dictates how a company corrects prior period errors. If the 
restatement is material, the company is required to file SEC Form 8-K item 4.02 that states the financial statements can no 

longer be relied upon and will be reissued (Whalen, Usvyatsky, and Tanona 2017). When errors are immaterial, companies 

can correct prior period errors in the current year financial statements and do not have to reissue the previously misstated 

financial statements. The SEC requires all firms to file a form 8-K item 4.02 Non-Reliance disclosure within four business 
days of determining that a prior period financial statement is determined unreliable as of August 23, 2004. We begin our 

additional analysis of materiality using a sample of financial statements that were issued after this date. We performed 

separate analysis for the 33 restated firm-years we identified that required an 8-K 4.02 item. Using a new sample for firm-
years with financial statements issued after August 23, 2004, we matched based on the propensity score to use the successful 

efforts method and have a final sample with 818 firm-year observations. Results are presented in Table 6. [See Table 6, pg. 

386] 

Table 6 does not show statistical evidence that the use of successful efforts is negatively associated with the 

likelihood of a material restatement that requires an 8-K 4.02 item. Although the negative coefficient is consistent with our 

 
12 We did not perform separate analysis for the 13 restatements with a positive effect on the financial statements because of the small 

sample size.  
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other results, the p-value is not statistically significant. Overall, our main result in Table 4 does show evidence that the 

successful efforts method is associated with fewer restatements. However, we do not find evidence in Table 6 that the 

successful efforts method is associated with a lower likelihood of material restatements.  

7 Summary and Conclusion 

We examine whether financial reporting quality differs when firms use the successful efforts method versus the full 

cost method. Prior literature shows that providing less accounting complexity leads to greater processing of that information 
(Hobson 2011). In contrast, prior research also shows that more conservative accounting choices are associated with fewer 

restatements (DeFond et al., 2016). However, when a more complex accounting choice is accompanied by greater 

conservatism, as is the case with the successful efforts method, prior research has not addressed whether conservatism (or 

other facets) outweighs the financial reporting disadvantages associated with greater accounting complexity.  

Using the oil and gas industry as a setting, our empirical findings provide evidence that the successful efforts 

method, which is more complex but also more conservative, is associated with better financial reporting quality than the 

less complex full cost method. Given that firms can choose which accounting method to employ, this study is important 
because it gives insight into the impact of accounting complexity and choice on financial reporting quality. Regulators can 

use this research when weighing the benefits of complexity, coupled with facets of financial reporting such as conservatism, 

against the benefits of less complexity when establishing and updating accounting standards. Regulators also may be better 
able to identify firms that may have a greater likelihood of financial reporting failures in the oil and gas industry. Auditors 

may be able to better specify audit risks and estimate audit effort and pricing for full cost versus successful efforts firms. 

Investors may consider our findings when analyzing financial statements across oil and gas exploration firms using the 

successful efforts versus full cost methods. Examining the stock market’s reaction to restatements of successful efforts and 

full cost firms is a potential area for future research. 

A potential limitation of this study is that not all restatements are directly- related to the accounting choice of 

successful efforts or full cost. Because of this limitation, we cannot conclude causation in our concluding remarks. However, 
we do provide evidence that a significant association exists showing that firms choosing successful efforts over full cost 

accounting have better financial reporting quality proxied by restatements. 
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Appendix A 

Variable Definitions 

Age – The number of years the firm has been in Compustat 

Big4 - A binary dummy that equals 1 if the firm is audited by a BIG 4 auditor and zero otherwise 

Business – The number of business segments 

Compustat Items – The number of non-missing Compustat items a firm reports. More items are associated with greater 

complexity 

Exploration – The logarithm of the ratio of exploration costs to total assets 

Fees – The log of audit fees 

Foreign – A binary dummy that equals 1 if the firm is incorporated outside the United States and zero otherwise 

Leverage – Total debt / total assets 

Loss - A binary dummy that equals 1 if the firm experienced a loss and a zero otherwise 

Material_Weakness - A binary dummy that equals 1 if the observation has an internal control weakness identified during 

the year in either the SOX 302 report or the SOX 404 report and a zero otherwise. 

Merger – A binary dummy that equals 1 if the observation has a merger and a zero otherwise 

Method – A binary dummy that equals 1 if the firm uses the successful efforts method and a zero if the firm uses full cost 

MTB – Market to book ratio 

Restatement – A binary dummy that equals 1 if the observation is a restatement and a zero otherwise 

ROA – Income before extraordinary items / total assets 

Size – The log of market value 

Special_Items – Special items scaled by total assets 

Tenure – The log of the number of consecutive years audited by the same audit firm 

Tier2 – A binary dummy equals 1 if the firm is audited by BDO Seidman or Grant Thornton 

Year – Identified as Compustat FYEAR 
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