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Abstract:  Interest rate targeting is widely used by central banks to pursue 
price stability; however, the variation in inflation policy outcomes 
between central banks such as the Federal Reserve and the Bank of Japan 
despite a common policy instrument framework suggests interest- 
targeting has limitations.  Despite the variation in policy outcomes, the 
role of targeting was enhanced with the advent of Taylor rules in the 
1990s and interest rate targeting dominates central bank attitudes to the 
exclusion of any other policy instrument framework.  The recent Japanese 
experience confronts us with the need to reassess the relative merits of 
interest targeting. This paper frames the discussion of the various 
problems of the interest-targeting framework within a model that 
encompasses a number of important previous results and stresses that 
interest rate targeting may leave the price level indeterminate in various 
plausible circumstances. In a low, or even zero interest rate environment, 
such as the one that characterized Japan, Taylor-type rules may offer no 
solution to the indeterminacy problem. The paper then discusses various 
aspects of the BoJ’s decision to adhere to interest rate targeting despite its 
limitations.     
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1.0  Introduction 

 The long-run relationship between monetary growth and inflation is well 

established; however, the policy-instrument-final policy target framework utilized by 

central banks focuses on interest-rate targeting rather than the money-supply expenditure 

channel.  Unstable money demand and supply functions, increased complexity and 

variety of financial portfolios as a result of innovation, the difficulty of obtaining timely 

and accurate measures of the money supply, and the difficulty of defining the money 

supply in the context of financial innovation have all been identified by central bankers to 

support focus on the interest rate expenditure channel of monetary policy.  Recognizing 

the difficulty of linking short term interest rates to inflation, central banks have embraced 

Taylor-type rules that link the target for the interest rate to the output gap and differences 

between actual and target inflation. 

 This paper develops an encompassing analytical model to assess interest rate 

targeting that incorporates into one coherent analytical framework of optimizing, 

forward-looking agents the important monetary lessons offered by Fisher, Tinbergen, 

Sargent-Wallace, Taylor and others.  The model is developed against the background 

provided by relevant monetary policy-making experiences from Japan and the U.S. 

The limitations of the interest rate targeting framework are addressed from two 

perspectives.  First, we focus the analysis in the context of positive price changes and 

non-zero interest rate bounds to show that interest rate targeting even constrained by 

Taylor- type rules may leave the price level (or the inflation rate) indeterminate. The 

lesson is not new (it was introduced in modern economics by Sargent and Wallace, 

1975), but is worth recalling, given the experience of the Federal Reserve in the 1970s.  
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Second, the framework is extended to incorporate zero interest rate bound 

conditions.  This is the environment of BoJ policy since the late 1990s to 2006. The 

framework presents the problem of indeterminacy from a different perspective: the 

potential for a deflationary trap to arise in a low interest rate environment (e.g., 

Eggertsson and Woodford, 2003). In so doing, the framework provides an explanation for 

the failure of the BoJ to stabilize the price level from 1995 to 2006.       

Despite well-known pros and cons regarding interest rate targeting, the 

encompassing analytical framework presented here suggests that interest rate targeting 

may likely not lead to sustained price stability, suggesting that the debate between policy 

instruments should be reopened. While monetary aggregates possess well-known 

problems, they may pale in comparison to the problems brought about by interest rate 

targeting. The experience of the Bundesbank and, to a lesser degree, of the European 

Central Bank as well, suggests that there could be a role for money growth as an 

intermediate target in some cases. Each situation should be considered on its own merits; 

however, the downsides of the interest-targeting framework should not be minimized.    

The remainder of the paper is composed of six sections.  Section 2 presents a brief 

review of Federal Reserve and Bank of Japan policy outcomes since the early 1970s to 

show that while both central banks pursued an interest rate targeting framework, the 

policy outcomes were dramatically different.  The indeterminacy of the price level or 

inflation rate in an interest rate target framework provides at least part of the explanation 

for different policy outcomes despite using much the same framework.  In Section 3, we 

offer an encompassing monetary model to illustrate why interest rate targeting may be a 

dubious platform to achieve price stability.  The results are invariant to how money is 
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introduced into the model.  In Section 4 the results are shown to hold even in the context 

of Taylor-type rules; that is, interest rate targeting still may leave the price level 

indeterminate, in the presence of deflationary expectations. Section 5 extends the model 

to incorporate a zero bound on the interest rate in an effort to provide insight into 

Japanese monetary policy during the past decade and suggests that to the extent “policy 

error” explains Bank of Japan (BoJ) outcomes the errors are rooted in interest rate 

targeting and reminiscent of the policy errors made by the Federal Reserve (FR) in the 

1930s (Cargill, 2001).  Section 6 specifically discusses BoJ misconceptions that likely 

focused the BoJ on targeting the interest rate.  A short concluding section ends the paper. 

  

2.0:  Federal Reserve and BoJ Policy Outcomes under Interest Rate Targeting 

  Interest rate targeting is no guarantee central banks can achieve price stability 

judged by a review of the monetary policy outcomes over the last several decades in 

Japan and the U.S.  Cargill and Hutchison (1990) reviewed the policy outcomes of the FR 

and the BoJ and found that while both central banks used much the same interest rate 

targeting framework through the late 1980s, they generated significant policy outcome 

differences.  Dotsey (1986) clearly showed that operating procedures of the FR and BoJ 

were similar and that differing macroeconomic policy outcomes had to be traced to other 

factors. 

In the late 1960s and 1970s the FR permitted significant inflation while for much 

of the postwar period through the late 1980s the BoJ maintained price stability.  This 

difference in policy outcomes was even more significant since the FR was regarded as 

one of the world’s more formally independent central banks while the BoJ was regarded 
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as one of the world’s most formally dependent central banks.  The relative policy 

outcomes of the FR and BoJ contradict the conventional wisdom that formally 

independent central banks generate better price stability outcomes.  The two outcomes 

also suggest that interest-rate targeting is not sufficient to generate price stability because 

in the case of the FR it did not generate price stability while in the case of the BoJ it did 

generate price stability, up to the late 1980s. 

 The relative performance of the FR and the BoJ in the 1990s is likewise 

remarkable and further suggests interest rate targeting is not sufficient for price stability.  

The operating procedures of the two central banks changed little in the 1990s and yet, in 

that decade, it was the FR that achieved a better price stability record than the BoJ.  Price 

stability in the late 1980s and 1990s in the U.S. has been a major macroeconomic feature 

of the U.S. economy while disinflation in the early 1990s and actual deflation after 1994 

through 2006 have been major macroeconomic features of the Japanese economy. 

The problem with interest rate targeting that offers an explanation for the different 

policy outcomes of the FR and the BoJ is rooted in the ambiguity between the interest 

rate and price stability.  These issues have been discussed in many places and are not 

novel; however, this paper provides a reassessment of the main problems within a 

theoretical framework that highlights the limitations of interest rate targeting in general, 

and in particular shows that interest rate targeting becomes less reliable the closer the 

nominal interest rate approaches zero.  The lower-bound problem is especially important 

in the context of Japan since the BoJ has targeted the call rate at zero since February 1998 

with the exception of a brief period in late 2000.  The implications of the lower bound are 

important for other central banks as well since the last two decades have witnessed a 
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significant reduction in the rate of inflation in most industrialized economies thus rending 

a lower interest rate environment more common than previously. 

 

3.0: The Peril of Interest Targeting in the Absence of a Low Interest Rate 

Environment 

There are two standard, policy-oriented approaches to introducing money into a 

macroeconomic framework: the MIU, or money-in-the-utility-function approach, and the 

CIA, or cash-in-advance model.  Interest rate targeting in either approach renders the 

price level or the rate of change of the price level (depending on the assumption on price-

level flexibility) indeterminate in the presence of forward-looking agents; that is, interest 

targeting leaves the central bank without a nominal anchor. In what follows, the MIU 

approach is utilized to develop the framework; however, given Feenstra’s equivalence 

proposition (Feenstra, 1986), the same results hold in the case of the CIA approach. The 

results under the CIA model are shown in the Appendix. 

 

3.1: Interest Targeting and Price Level Indeterminacy under Flexible Prices 

Consider a closed economy where the households sector is composed by 

Sidrauski-type families who maximize a discounted sum of instantaneous utilities that 

depend on consumption and real money balances. The representative household is 

endowed with perfect foresight. As of t = 0 (the ‘present’ time), the functional describing 

the well-being of the representative household is given by: 

dtemvcu t
tt

ρ−
∞

+∫ )]()([)1(
0
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Where c stands for consumption per capita, 
P
Mm ≡  represents real money holdings per 

capita (or the ratio of the stock of money to the price level, since the size of population is 

assumed to be equal to one), u (.) and v (.) are the instantaneous utility functions, and the 

parameter ρ  is the rate of time preference, or the subjective discount rate, which is 

initially assumed to be strictly positive.  

In order to ensure interior solutions and the existence of steady states, the 

following auxiliary assumptions are imposed: 

  
0)('lim;)('lim;)('lim

00)(''
0,0)('),('

00 ≤∞=∞=
>∀<

>∀>

∞→→→ mvmvcu
ccu

mcmvcu

mmc

The maximization is made subject to the following constraints: 

)()2( ttttttt micgary
dt
da

+−++=  

0lim)3( =−
∞→

t
ttt ea ρλ  

ttt bma +=)4(  

givenisaandtbcm ttt 00,,)5( ∀>  

Equation (2) is the evolution equation and acts as an intra-period budget constraint. In 

equation (2),  stands for the economy’s aggregate output (exogenously given since 

there is no production sector),  stands for the per capita stock of one-period-maturity 

government bonds (paying a real rate of interest of  every period t), 

ty

tb

tr tπ  is the 

instantaneous rate of change in the price level (so that the term tt mπ  represents the 

inflation tax/subsidy on real cash balances) and  denotes lump-sum government tg
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transfers/taxes per capita (assumed to be exogenously given to the representative agent at 

every time t). Last, but not least,  stands for the nominal interest rate. In the present 

context of perfect foresight, Fisher’s parity condition (FP) holds, so 

that:

ti

ttt riFP π+=:)( , or in the case where output is constant ( tyyt ∀= ): 

ttiFP πρ +=)( .    

Equation (3) is the transversality condition that guarantees the fulfillment of the 

lifetime budget constraint of the representative agent to ensure that the real value of the 

individual’s assets does not explode as time passes.  It is also sometimes referred to as the 

non-Ponzi game or non-bubbles condition. In equation (3), λ  represents the shadow 

value of the representative agent’s lifetime wealth.  

Equation (4) is the definition of the representative agent’s wealth, and equation 

(5) describes the initial condition for the stock of government bonds per person and the 

relevant non-negativity constraints.  

The linearity of the evolution equation permits a straightforward base to integrate 

it forward (using the transversality condition to rule out the term involving asset bubbles). 

Then, the following Lagrangean can be set up: 

])([)]()([)6( 0

)(

0
0

0

dtemicyadtemvcuL

t
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The following first order conditions are implied: 

∫
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Inserting equation (7) in equation (8): 

ttt icumv )(')(')9( =  

In steady state, first order condition (9) simplifies to: 

icumv )(')(')10( =   

Equation (10) is a money demand function in implicit form for any given c. An increase 

in the nominal rate of interest increases the right hand side of (10) so that to maintain the 

equality, the left hand side would increase; that is, the marginal utility of money would 

increase.  Assuming the utility function v is strictly increasingly concave, the increase in 

would lead to a reduction in money demand or increase in the marginal utility of 

money.  

i

Equation (10) can now be used to show that interest rate targeting is no guarantee 

that central banks can achieve price stability. Rearranging terms in equation (10), 

inserting the definition of real money balances, making use of the fact that in equilibrium 

 (a macroeconomic condition that has to hold true in the present closed 

economy where there is no government spending), and assuming that output is constant 

(i.e., ), generates the following: 

tyc tt ∀=

tyyt ∀=

)('

)('
)11(

yu
P
Mv

i =  

Setting the denominator to unity and imposing interest targeting,  ii = , yields: 

)(')12(
P
Mvi =  
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Equation (12) indicates that for any given interest rate target there are infinite pair of 

values of M and P that satisfy equation (12). In other words, given that the money supply 

adjusts to satisfy the interest rate target, the price level is left indeterminate. 

We are now in a position to state the following proposition. 

Proposition 1: Along any perfect foresight path, interest targeting leads to a fundamental 

price level indeterminacy, if prices are flexible (not predetermined). This result is 

obtained for the MIU method of introducing money into the model but, as illustrated in 

the Appendix, the result is also obtained using the CIA approach. 

This proposition is merely an illustration of the “Tinbergen principle” (Tinbergen, 

1952) that states that full commitment to a single point value for an individual target 

variable leaves all other target variables fundamentally indeterminate in the presence of a 

single instrument variable. The possibility of price level indeterminacy in rational 

expectation models was first presented by Sargent and Wallace (1975) in the context of 

an ad-hoc, non- optimizing model of flexible prices and is rephrased here in more modern 

terms.  

    

3.2: Interest Targeting and Rate of Price Change Indeterminacy Assuming 

Predetermined Prices 

Taking the time derivative of the first order conditions for consumption in 

equation (7) and setting tiit ∀= , generates the following well-known Euler equation: 

][
)(''

)(')13( πρ −−−=
•

i
cu

ccuc
t

tt   
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In the standard case when utility from consumption has a constant marginal elasticity of 

intertemporal substitution: 0
)('
)('';

1
)(

1

>−≡
−

=
−

ccu
cuccu σ

σ

σ

 (where 0>σ  guarantees the 

concavity of the utility function), the Euler equation for consumption is as follows: 

][1)14( πρ
σ

−−=
•

ic   

To introduce predetermined prices we employ Calvo’s (1983) inflation variability 

equation based on a standard model of staggered prices --or the so-called“New-

Keynesian Phillips curve”.  The following expression for the rate of change of prices is 

obtained, which can easily be proven to be consistent with the standard utility 

maximizing behavior postulated in the above derivation (see Calvo, 1983):  

0];[)15( >−−=
•

ψψπ FULLyy  

where  is full employment output.  FULLy

Equations (14) and (15) form a system of differential equations. Taking the partial 

derivatives of the system with respect to c and π , it is straightforward to calculate that 

the determinant of the system as 0<−=
σ
ψD , which is a sufficient condition for the 

system to display saddle-path stability. 

The economic relevance of the result rests on the fact that under saddle path 

stability, if the system converges to the steady state it does so regardless of the initial 

values of c and π . In other words, the rate of change of the price level is fundamentally 

indeterminate. Moreover, if the predetermined price level is initially set at a level 

inconsistent with full employment, the system converges to its long-run equilibrium 

starting from a situation of excess capacity. This is consistent with fully optimizing 
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forward looking firms that set prices to try to maximize their expected profits as 

explained in Calvo (1983), and is now well-known in academic circles.         

Thus in the case when prices are predetermined, interest targeting implies that the 

rate of change of the price level undetermined.  This suggests the following: 

Proposition 2: When prices are predetermined, interest targeting implies leaving 

the rate of change of the price level indeterminate. This result is obtained for the MIU 

method of introducing money into the model but as illustrated in the appendix the result 

is also obtained using the CIA approach. 

 

4.0: Generalizing the Price Level Indeterminacy Result in the Context of Taylor 

Rules 

  The price level indeterminacy in the context of interest rate targeting when prices 

are flexible may also occur in the less stringent case when the central bank 

accommodates the money supply to ensure the interest rate stays within a certain range, 

aided by a Taylor-like rule (Taylor, 1993).  

Consider the following feedback rule: 

0;)()16( * >−=≡≡

•

ηημ ii
M
M

M
dt

dM

t        

Where i denotes the targeted interest rate and  denotes the equilibrium interest rate in 

the interbank market. 

*i

The target rate i is determined by the central bank according to a Taylor-type rule: 

0,;~)()17( ** ≥ΦΦ+−++= ϑππϑπ yri  
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Where *r  is the real, long-term equilibrium interest rate,  is the target inflation rate, 

and  is the output gap.  Taking logs and time derivatives to the definition of real money 

balances we obtain the following: 

*π

y~

πμ −=

•

m
m)18(  

Inserting (16) into (18) and solving for  generates: ti

*1)()19( i
m
mit ++=

•

η
π  

Making use of Fisher’s parity condition and solving for π  generates:  

])[(
1

1)20( *

m
mi
•

−−
−

= ηρ
η

π  

This equation combined with the first order condition (10) for the MIU model shows that 

price level indeterminacy arises for a wide range of parameter values. 

To illustrate this point insert (20) into (10), set u’(y) = 1, and obtain: 

Κ+−−=

•

)(')1()21( tmv
m
m η     

Where iηηρρ −+−≡Κ 2  is a constant term. Local uniqueness (LU) of the perfect 

foresight path involving positive real money balances requires that the slope of the locus 

representing the differential equation given by (21) be positively sloped at the steady 

state point with positive real money balances. Formally: 

0)('')1()(')1(:)( >−−−−Κ=

•

mvmv
dm

mdLU ηη  when )(')1( mvη−=Κ  (the 

situation when  and m > 0 ). In a steady state where m > 0, the first term in the 0=
•

m
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right hand side of (LU) vanishes. Hence, if v(m) is (strictly) concave (so that v’’(m) < 0), 

(LU) implies that there will be a unique perfect foresight path if and only if: 1<η . In 

other words, for 1≥η  there will be price level indeterminacy once again. 

We are now in a position to state a third proposition. 

Proposition 3: Perfect foresight equilibrium paths involving price level indeterminacy 

may arise in the case of flexible prices, even if the central bank is not targeting the 

interest rate at every point in time when the central bank tries to keep the interest rate 

within a target range. If the feedback rule is highly accommodative the price level will be 

indeterminate.  This result is obtained for the MIU method of introducing money into the 

model but, as illustrated in the Appendix, the result is also obtained using the CIA 

approach. 

 It remains to be shown what parameter restrictions the previous result imposes on 

the parameter values involved in a typical Taylor rule like the one given by equation (17) 

above. Collecting terms involving the actual rate of inflation on the right hand side of 

(17), and adding and substracting the target rate of inflation to the right hand side of (17) 

yields: 

yri ~))(1()22( *** Φ+++−+= πππϑ  

Setting 
η

ϑ 1)1( =+ , and solving for η  yields: 
ϑ

η
+

=
1

1 . Therefore, for 1<η  to hold, ϑ  

must be strictly positive, and hence, the inflation coefficient )1( ϑ+  must be greater than 

unity. This result is usually called the ‘Taylor principle’ in the specialized literature 

(Kuttner and Posner, 2004, for instance): in order for price stability to be preserved, the 

inflation coefficient in the Taylor rule has to be greater than unity. This result is not just 

 14



an intellectual curiosity. Judd and Rudebusch (1998) estimate the inflation coefficient for 

different Federal Reserve chairmen and present an illustrative example of price level 

indeterminacy in the US experience under Chairman Arthur Burns.   

 

5.0: Interest Targeting in a Low Interest Rate Environment: The Influence of the 

Zero Bound 

The indeterminacy of the price level or rate of inflation creates new practical 

problems when short term interest rates approach zero as has been the case in Japan for 

almost a decade.  We show this in three steps. First, the relationship between a ZIRP 

(zero interest rate policy) and conditions for a deflationary trap; second, the conditions 

that generate a decline in the real rate of interest are provided, and third, the implications 

of a ZIRP on a monetary policy strategy that determines the target value for the interest 

rate based on a Taylor-like rule are discussed. 

 

5.1: The ZIRP and the Deflationary Trap 

The conditions for a deflationary trap can be illustrated by assuming  and 

considering Fisher’s parity condition (FP): 

tyyt ∀=

π+= *)( riFP   

Where *r  denotes the long-run, equilibrium (natural) real rate of interest and π  is the 

rate of change in the price level. Assume that: (a) 0<π  , so that there is deflation, and, 

given perfect foresight, also expected deflation, and: (b) that the natural real rate of 

interest falls to very low levels, such that the zero bound becomes a binding constraint. In 

that case, deflationary expectations will be validated and the economy will stay in a 
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deflationary trap: monetary policy is committed to the achievement of the zero nominal 

interest rate, and the fact that the zero bound constraint is binding only reinforces 

deflationary expectations.  This result has been discussed elsewhere; for example, see 

Krugman (1998) and Eggertsson and Woodford (2003).  The issue, however, is to explain 

how the real interest rate could fall to very low levels in the first place.    

 

5.2: Accounting for the Decline in the Real Interest Rate  

Differentiating equation (7) with respect to time yields: 

)(')()()('')23( 0

)]([

tt

dssr

tt curer
dt
dccu

t

−=
∫

−=
−

ρλρ
ρ

 

Where the last equality in (23) makes use of equation (7). 

Defining 
•

≡ c
dt
dc , , and invoking the macroeconomic equilibrium condition 

, we can analyze the conditions under which the real interest rate slips below 

its long-run, natural level by solving the Euler equation above (equation 23) for  

to get: 

*r≡ρ

tyc tt ∀=

)( *rrt −

•

−=− y
yu
yurr

t

t
t )('

)('')()24( *   

Therefore, given the strict increasing concavity of u(.), the real interest rate slips 

below its long-run level when the economy experiences a recession (i.e., when ). 

This, of course, is Irving Fisher’s classical theory of the real interest rate: during 

recessions the real interest rate falls below its long-run level, so targeting a zero nominal 

0<
•

y
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interest rate during those times is particularly risky, and even more so in the face of 

deflationary expectations, as discussed in the previous section.  

 

5.3: Taylor Rules May Not Determine the Price Level in the Presence of Deflation 

and the Zero Bound 

To show the inefficacy of a Taylor-rule approach to interest targeting in a 

deflationary environment where the zero bound is binding, it is useful to return to 

equation (17), 0,;~)( ** ≥ΦΦ+−++= ϑππϑπ yri .  Assume the equilibrium real 

interest rate *r  has declined to zero, the output gap is negative ( 0~ <y ), and that the 

economy is experiencing deflation ( 0<π ).  In addition, assume that the target inflation 

rate equals zero ( ), as seemed to have been the case in Japan under Hayami’s 

tenure (see Ito, 2004, and the discussion below).  These assumptions combined with 

equation (17) reveal that the target value for the short-term interest rate should be 

negative. This problem has indeed been recognized by Taylor himself, who argued that 

money supply rules were preferable to interest rate rules in a deflationary environment 

(Taylor 1997). Yamaguchi (2002, p. 76) states that the BoJ was indeed following 

operational procedures that were fully consistent with a Taylor-like rule. 

0* =π

This result suggests that BoJ policy, especially under former Governor Hayami 

lacked a logical foundation.  Hayami (2000, p. 4) provides a textbook example of 

targeting the interest at zero in the context of deflation, and its embedded, if mistaken, 

belief that this produces an accommodative stance for monetary policy: 

 
“It is a mistake to think that the Bank is concerned only with inflationary risks. This can 
be understood from the conduct of monetary policy in the recent period. In February 
1999, the Bank embarked on drastic monetary easing, namely the zero interest rate 
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policy. And in April, it made clear its firm intent to maintain this policy until deflationary 
concerns are dispelled”. (Italics added) 
 

At the same time, BoJ staff economists were fully aware of the problems they 

were confronting and of the range of policy options available (See Baba et al., 2005, or 

Iwamoto, 2005, for example). Be it as it may, the policy framework of the BoJ seemed to 

have left the price level with no positively relevant lower bound, thus providing a 

feedback algorithm to pre-existing deflationary expectations.  

 

6.0: Why Did the BoJ Pursue Interest Rate Targeting in a Zero Interest Rate 

Environment? 

 If the perils of interest targeting in the presence of a falling price level and a 

binding zero bound on the short-term nominal interest rate are transparent as the above 

model suggests, why did the BoJ use the interest targeting framework starting February 

1998 to target the call rate at zero in an already low interest rate environment, declining 

prices, and deflationary expectations? Moreover, why did the BoJ reject advice offered 

by non-BoJ observers at different points in time to adopt some sort of inflation or price 

level targeting as reflected in the papers presented at the July 2000 monetary conference 

sponsored by the BoJ (Bank of Japan, 2001)? Three policy errors can be identified that 

wedded the BoJ to targeting interest rates. 

 Monetary Policy and Short Term Nominal Interest Rates: Friedman and 

Schwartz (1963) showed for the U.S. during the 1930s that in the presence of deflation 

and low interest rates or a binding zero bound the stance of monetary policy cannot be 

judged on the short term nominal interest rate. The above analysis formalized the 
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problem, but the basic issue is straightforward.  If prices are falling at a 4 percent annual 

rate then a zero nominal rate puts the real cost of borrowing at a positive 4 percent. The 

prospect of a 4 percent real interest rate might be justified if the economy is growing but 

it is too high in an environment where the prospects for growth are either weak or non-

existent as in Japan in the 1990s. Therefore, the stance of monetary policy can be 

contractionary, even if the nominal interest rate is low, or even zero, as in the case of the 

ZIRP in Japan, a point that seemed to be missed by Japanese monetary authorities, as the 

previous quotation from former Governor Hayami showed. 

  This point provides perspective on Yamaguchi’s observation (2002: 76) that the 

BoJ followed a path fully consistent with a policy rule, such as a Taylor rule, but was 

unable to effectively combat the deflationary and contractionary pressures affecting the 

economy.  There should have been no confusion.  Interest rate targeting in a low or zero 

bound interest rate environment simply will not generate price stability. 

Inflation Targeting is Inflation:  Once the zero bound on nominal interest rates 

becomes binding inflation targeting offers a path to ending the deflationary cycle without 

generating an all-out inflation (Krugman, 1998 and Eggertson and Woodford, 2003).  

This is also implied in the above analysis.  The BoJ, however, has resisted inflation 

targeting and while there are legitimate concerns about inflation targeting, some of the 

BoJ’s views are difficult to understand.  Hayami, for example, refers to inflation targeting 

as “inflation policy” or “reflation policy” and further argues that inflation targeting was 

inflation policy “in disguise” and that “inflation is no cure for Japan’s current problems” 

(see the discussion in Ito, 2004). 
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Implicit in Hayami’s statements is the idea that the optimal rate of inflation is 

zero. Hayami is certainly not the only central banker to have adopted this view (see 

Hoskins, 1991 for a defense of zero inflation as the optimal monetary policy, and 

Aiyagari, 1990, 1991, for forceful rebuttals), but Hayami ignored a vast body of literature 

developed in the 1990s and more fundamentally for a central banker, ignored the crucial 

developments in the practice of central banking that followed New Zealand’s successful 

adoption of an inflation targeting framework in 1990. A small, positive, inflation rate is 

considered to be optimal in practice by most central bankers on two main grounds: first, 

as a buffer against deflation and second, to account for the well-known upward bias of 

the CPI, the most prevalent indicator of inflation used to target inflation. 

As noted by Ito (2004), Hayami’s view of zero inflation as the optimal rate of 

inflation is likely a reflection of the literature of the 1980s. Indeed, the experiences that 

Hayami cited in his speech correspond to the “inflationary 1970s”. According to Ito 

(2004, p. 23): “it was unfortunate that in the early stages of deflation in Japan, the 

argument for inflation targeting was dismissed on the grounds of a quite dated evidence”. 

Interest Rate Targeting Consistent with BoJ Perceived Balance Sheet 

Constraints: Conventional open market operations lose their effectiveness as the yield of 

the asset purchased approaches zero and the asset such as a short term government bond 

is a perfect substitute for currency.  In this case no significant increase in liquidity can be 

achieved by means of an open market purchase.  As argued by Meltzer (1999) however, 

the validity of the standard text-book-type liquidity trap depends crucially on the 

existence of a very narrow set of assets and all that is needed to avoid a liquidity trap is 

for the central bank to purchase assets that are not perfect substitutes of money that have 
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a positive yield such as long-term government bonds, or even foreign exchange (Meltzer, 

2000). Bernanke (2002 and 2003) discusses some of these unconventional monetary 

policy strategies. 1  

In this case however, the central bank is guaranteed to make a capital loss on its 

portfolio of long-term government bonds as the economy expands and interest rates 

increase.  Nevertheless, as stressed by both Meltzer (2000) and Ito (2004), accepting that 

the government (or any of its agents) must absorb many of the financial system’s losses is 

a key step in ending the deflation-stagnation cycle.  Cargill (2005) further emphasizes 

that government should not consider the central bank as a “sink or swim” institution 

irrespective of even a high level of formal independence from the government.  

Coordination between the BoJ and MoF is required to ensure that some artificial measure 

of central bank capital does not become a constraint on price stability. 

The BoJ’s focus on interest rate targeting and rejection of aggressive large scale 

purchases of long-term government debt is partly accounted for by the BoJ’s concern 

over capital adequacy.  

 

 7.0 Concluding Comments 

 Japan’s recent experience with interest targeting in the form of the Zero Interest 

Rate Policy and its failure to eliminate deflation suggests the need to reassess the merits 

and drawbacks of interest targeting, both as an instrument policy and as a final policy-

target framework.  

                                                           
1 It should be noted that the Federal Reserve managed longer-term yields at various times during the 1950s 
(operation twist), so the strategy is not entirely unfamiliar in the 20th century history of central banks.  
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This paper framed the discussion of the problems with interest-targeting within a 

model that encompasses previous important results against the background of monetary 

policy-making experiences in Japan and the U.S.  The theoretical problems are serious 

and the different policy outcomes over the past two decades of the BoJ and the FR, both 

using much the same operating framework, have generated differing policy outcomes.  

While the interest targeting approach is widely accepted by central bankers the results of 

this paper and the experiences of the FR and the BoJ, especially the BoJ in the 1990s, 

suggest the discussion should be reopened.  While monetary aggregates possess well-

known problems as intermediate targets, they may pale in comparison to the problems 

brought about by interest rate targeting. The experience of the Bundesbank and, to a 

lesser degree, of the European Central Bank suggests an expanded role for money growth 

as an intermediate target in some cases. In a renewed discussion, the downside of interest 

targeting should not be minimized in light of recent experience. 
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Appendix 

 The following shows that the results of the paper can be developed in the context 

of the CIA model.  The presentation follows that of the paper. 

3.1A: The Peril of Interest Targeting in the Absence of a Low Interest Rate 

Environment: The case of an interest-inelastic money demand, the CIA model:  

Consider an economy where money enters the system to finance the purchase of 

consumption goods. Formally: 

0;)1( >= αα tt cmA  

So that the evolution equation (equation (2) above) is now: 

ttttt cigyar
dt
daA )1()2( α+=+++   

Where the right hand side of equation (2A) is “full consumption” (i.e., inclusive of the 

consumption of money that is needed to buy goods). 

To solve the maximization problem we can set up the following Lagrangean: 
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Where for convenience we assumed that tyyt ∀=  (and consequently trt ∀= ρ ).  

The first order condition with respect to consumption gives: 

ticuA tt ∀+= )1()(')4( αλ  

Making use of equation (1A), the definition of real money balances, and pegging the 

nominal interest rate yields: 
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Since the right hand side of equation (5A) is constant, so is the left hand side and we 

obtain that perfect foresight equilibria require a unique, constant, value for real money 

balances. There are infinite combinations of the stock of money and the price level that 

will satisfy this requirement and, given that the stock of money is being used to guarantee 

a certain value for the nominal interest rate, the price level is left indeterminate. 

3.2A: Interest Targeting and Rate of Price Change Indeterminacy Assuming 

Predetermined Prices:  Taking the time derivative of the first order conditions for 

consumption in 4A and setting tiit ∀= , produces the following well-known Euler 

equation: 
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In the standard case when utility from consumption has a constant marginal elasticity of 

intertemporal substitution: 0
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 (where 0>σ  guarantees the 

concavity of the utility function), the Euler equation for consumption is simply: 

][1)7( πρ
σ

−−=
•

icA   

We now append Calvo’s well known inflation variability equation stemming from the 

most popular model of staggered prices (Calvo 1983), also known as the “New-

Keynesian Phillips curve”, to get (See Calvo, 1983 for a proof that the equation is 

consistent with the standard utility maximizing behavior postulated above):  

0];[)8( >−−=
•

ψψπ FULLyyA  

Where  is full employment output.  FULLy
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Equations (7A) and (8A) form a system of differential equations. Taking the partial 

derivatives of the system with respect to c and π , it is easy to calculate that the 

determinant of the system is given by 0<−=
σ
ψD , which is a sufficient condition for 

the system to display saddle-path stability. The economic relevance of the result rests on 

the fact that under saddle path stability, if the system converges to the steady state it does 

so regardless of the initial values of c and π . In other words, the rate of change of the 

price level is fundamentally indeterminate. Moreover, it is perfectly possible (and 

plausible) that the system converges to its long-run equilibrium starting from a situation 

of excess capacity. All that is needed is that the predetermined price level be set initially 

at a level that is not consistent with full employment, a possibility that is perfectly 

consistent with fully optimizing forward looking firms that set prices to try to maximize 

their expected profits (again, see Calvo, 1983 for the details).        

4.0A: Generalizing the Price Level Indeterminacy Result in the Context of 

Taylor Rules:  Substituting equation (20) into first order condition (5A), gives: 
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Again, local uniqueness of perfect foresight paths involving positive real money balances 

require that the locus representing differential equation (9A) be positively sloped at the 

steady state involving positive real money balances. In this case, the requirement is that: 
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The term in square brackets on the right hand side of the expression above 

vanishes for a steady state with positive real money balances. Hence, given the assumed 
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strict concavity of u(c) (u’’(c) < 0), (LU) will be satisfied if and only if 1<η . Put 

differently, there is a wide range of parameters for which there will be price level 

indeterminacy (i.e., when 1≥η ). 
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