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Abstract

The basic (representative-household) New Keynesian model of the monetary transmission mechanism is extended to
allow for a spread between the interest rate available to savers and borrowers, and investigate the consequences of a
variable credit spread for the effects of a variety of shocks, and for optimal policy responses to those shocks. A simple
target criterion continues to provide a good approximation to optimal policy. Such a “flexible inflation target” can
be implemented by a central-bank reaction function that is similar to a forward-looking Taylor rule, but adjusted for
changes in current and expected future credit spreads.
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1. Introduction1

It is common for theoretical evaluations of alternative monetary policies — most notably, the literature that provides2

theoretical foundations for inflation targeting — to be conducted using models of the monetary transmission mechanism3

that abstract altogether from financial frictions.1 There is generally assumed to be a single interest rate — “the interest4

rate” — that is at once the policy rate that constitutes the operating target for the central bank, the rate of return5

that all households and firms receive on savings, and the rate at which anyone can borrow against future income. It is6

also common to assume a representative household, and firms that maximize the value of their earnings streams to that7

household, so that there is no need for credit flows in equilibrium in any event; such models imply that a breakdown8

of credit markets would have no allocative significance. Many of the quantitative DSGE models developed in central9

banks and other policy institutions before the recent financial crisis shared these features,2 and they remain standard10

in textbook expositions of “New Keynesian” models.11

Such models abstract from important complications of actual economies, and this prevents them from addressing12

at all certain issues in monetary policy — such as the appropriate response to a financial shock that increases credit13

spreads — while raising doubts about the accuracy of the conclusions reached for more standard questions as well.314

This paper seeks to address this limitation by presenting a simple extension of the basic New Keynesian model (as15

developed, for example, in Woodford, 2003) in which a credit friction is introduced, allowing for a time-varying wedge16

between the interest rate available to households on their savings and the interest rate at which it is possible to borrow.17

Financial intermediation matters for the allocation of resources due to the introduction of heterogeneity in the spending18

opportunities currently available to different households.19

While the model remains highly stylized, it has the advantage of nesting the basic New Keynesian model (extensively20

used in normative monetary policy analysis) as a special case, and of introducing only a small number of additional21

IRevision of a paper prepared for the BIS annual conference, “Whither Monetary Policy?” Lucerne, Switzerland, June 26-27, 2008. We
would like to thank Andy Atkeson, Olivier Blanchard, Bill Brainard, V.V. Chari, Fiorella DeFiore, Marco Del Negro, Gauti Eggertsson, Simon
Gilchrist, Marvin Goodfriend, Charles Goodhart, Miles Kimball, John Leahy, Bennett McCallum, Tommaso Monacelli, Argia Sbordone, Frank
Smets, Oreste Tristani and two anonymous referees for helpful comments, and the NSF for research support of the second author through a
grant to the NBER. The content of this document does not necessarily reflect the views of the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco or the
Federal Reserve System.
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1See, for example, Clarida et al. (1999) or Woodford (2003), among many other references.
2The models of Smets and Wouters (2003, 2007) provide an especially influential example.
3The pre-crisis generation of DSGE models has been criticized on this ground by Issing (2006) and Goodhart (2007), among others.
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