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The Speed Limit of Fiscal
Consolidation
■

The large fiscal adjustment needed around the world will require a delicate balancing act. Act
too slowly and progress will be insufficient. Act too quickly and the economy may stumble.

■

Countries are more likely to achieve sustained adjustments when initial deficits are high and the
adjustment focuses on spending cuts.

■

Consolidations are likely to act as a significant drag on growth regardless of whether they focus
on cutting spending or raising taxes and particularly when not accompanied by monetary
easing.

■

The extent of the growth drag will likely vary across countries, as adjustments tend to be more
painful in large, closed economies and countries with fixed exchange rates.

■

The “speed limit” of fiscal adjustment—the pace of tightening after which the corrosive impact
on growth starts to undermine the fiscal position itself—is therefore likely to be lower in large,
closed economies (like the US or Japan) and in countries with fixed exchange rates (European
periphery) than in small, open economies (UK).
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■

Large fiscal adjustments are required around the world, particularly in
the advanced economies. At a minimum, countries need to bring their
primary (ex interest) budgets into balance in order to stabilize their debtto-GDP ratios. The IMF projects an average primary general government
deficit of more than 5% of GDP in the advanced economies in 2011. The
bulk of the necessary adjustment is structural and will require deliberate
fiscal tightening.

■

Fiscal consolidation of this magnitude is a complicated balancing act for
policymakers. Act too slowly and progress will be insufficient. Act too
quickly and the economy may stumble, undermining both the fiscal
position itself and political support for action to address it. In this study
we explore the balancing act using a new IMF dataset on fiscal
consolidations.

■

Somewhat reassuringly, we find that countries are more likely to begin
and continue large consolidations when fiscal imbalances are high and
governments come under pressure from elevated bond yields. Moreover,
consolidations that are large and focused on spending cuts (“spendingbased” adjustments) tend to be more persistent than tax-based ones.

■

Fiscal consolidations, however, are painful: our results—like the
IMF’s—suggest that an adjustment equal to 1% of GDP, on average,
lowers real GDP by 0.6% after two years. At first glance, spending-based
adjustments appear considerably less damaging than tax-based ones.
Much of this difference, however, is due to the behavior of monetary
policy—which tends to ease during spending-based adjustments but
typically tightens during tax-based consolidations. Without a monetary
policy response the difference in growth damage between spending and
tax-based consolidations narrows sharply, and both lower real GDP by 11½% after two years for every 1% of GDP of fiscal tightening.

■

The drag on growth also varies with country characteristics.
Adjustments tend to be more painful in large, closed economies and
countries with fixed exchange rates. Moroever, the output hit is typically
bigger in economies that start out with large macro imbalances, such as
current account deficits and high inflation. But the drag tends to be
smaller when real policy interest rates are initially high, because there is
more room for central banks to ease monetary policy to support growth.

■

These results point to a “speed limit” of fiscal adjustment—the pace of
tightening after which the corrosive impact on growth starts to undermine
the fiscal position itself. In normal times, we find that the “speed limit” is
around 2% of GDP. But our results imply that the “speed limit” is
considerably lower for economies at the zero bound and countries with
fixed exchange rates.

■

Although decisive fiscal adjustment is needed, our analysis suggests that
countries should be careful not to tighten too quickly. In particular, our
findings suggest that large, closed economies (like the US and Japan) and
countries with fixed exchange rates (European periphery) should adjust
more slowly than small, open economies (UK). In the meantime,
monetary policy in these countries should remain accommodative—or
indeed deliver additional easing—to cushion the growth effect. And it
could be helpful to adopt or strengthen legislative commitments, like
fiscal rules, to reduce the risks of acting more gradually.
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Introduction
Large fiscal adjustments are required around the world, particularly in the
advanced economies. The IMF projects an average primary deficit (excluding
interest) of 5.3% of GDP in the advanced economies in 2011 (Exhibit 1). At
the very minimum, countries need to bring their primary budgets close to
balance in order to stabilize their debt-to-GDP ratios.1 The ongoing cyclical
recovery will help by boosting revenues, but the bulk of the necessary
adjustment is structural and will require deliberate fiscal tightening.
Moreover, in addition to closing the primary structural deficit, countries may
want to return their debt-to-GDP ratios to pre-crisis levels, which would
require yet larger adjustments in many countries (Exhibit 2).
Fiscal adjustment of this magnitude is a complicated balancing act for
policymakers. To make progress with the large adjustments ahead, many
countries will need to take significant and sustained action. But textbook
economics suggests that those adjustments would hurt growth. Act too slowly
and progress will be insufficient. Act too quickly and the economy may
stumble, undermining both the fiscal position itself and political support for
action to address it. Many countries are already in the middle of negotiating
this balance, such as Greece and the UK. Other countries, like the United
States, are still debating as to how to strike this balance.
In this study we explore this balancing act.2 In particular, we try to answer
three related questions:

The large fiscal adjustment
needed around the world will
require a delicate balancing act.

1. What determines whether consolidations are started? And once started,
what factors influence the likelihood that a consolidation is sustained?

Exhibit 1: Large Primary Deficits Indicate the Need for
Consolidation in Many Countries
Percent of GDP
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This assumes that the interest rate is equal to the growth rate of GDP. If the
interest rate exceeds growth, a primary surplus is needed to stabilize the debtto-GDP ratio.
In this paper we collect and extend results already published in three separate
comments. These include Hatzius and Stehn (2011), Stehn (2011), and Stehn,
Wilson and Carlson (2011). Moreover, we revise these results using an update
of the IMF’s database on fiscal consolidations which has since become
available; see Devries et al (2011).
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2. How damaging are fiscal consolidations for growth? And how does the
growth damage depend on the composition of the adjustment, monetary
policy and country characteristics?
3. How quickly should countries consolidate? And how does this “speed
limit” of fiscal adjustment vary across countries?
Exhibit 2: Debt/GDP Ratios Much Higher Than Pre-Crisis Levels
Percent of GDP
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I. The Literature on “Successful” Consolidations

A number of studies have
identified factors that determine
the
“success”
of
fiscal
consolidations...

A number of studies—going back to Alberto Alesina and Roberto Perotti in
1995—have identified factors that determine the “success” of fiscal
consolidations. Successful adjustments are typically defined as sizable and
lasting reductions of the deficit or debt ratio without much damage to
growth.3 These include:
1. Composition of the adjustment. A key result of these studies is that
consolidations which focus on cutting spending (“spending-based”
adjustments) tend to be much more successful than revenue-based ones,
particularly if they focus on cutting transfers, entitlement spending, and
public wages (Alesina and Perotti 1995; Broadbent and Daly 2010).
There appear to be two reasons for this result. First, spending-based
consolidations are usually more persistent. This is probably because they
are often accompanied by structural reforms which tend to be politically
difficult to enact and thus signal stronger commitment to continued fiscal
consolidation than tax increases. Second, these studies find that
spending-based adjustments are less detrimental to growth—and indeed
can boost growth. Of course, the two reasons for why spending-based
consolidations tend to be more successful are related: the better growth
outcome eases the consolidation burden both directly (through higher tax
revenues) and indirectly (because it makes it easier to sustain the
adjustment).
2. Initial macro conditions. Another finding is that large deficits or debt
ratios—often associated with high long-term bond yields—make it more
likely that a successful fiscal consolidation is undertaken (Strauch and
3
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Other studies include Strauch and von Hagen (2001), Ahrend et al (2006),
Guichard et al. (2007), Kumar et al (2007), and Alesina and Ardagna (2010).
For our own work in this area see Broadbent and Daly (2010) and Stehn
(2010).
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von Hagen 2001). Studies differ as to whether successful consolidations
are more likely when started during periods of weak economic activity.
Drazen and Grilli (1993) argue that reform is more likely when “things
are going badly,” while Alesina and Perotti (1995) find that the
probability of successful fiscal adjustment is lower when the economy is
in recession.
3. Monetary policy. Evidence on the role of monetary policy during fiscal
consolidations is mixed. Some studies find that consolidations are more
likely to be pursued and maintained if monetary policy is eased (Ahrend
et al 2006). Others, however, find no such evidence (e.g. Strauch and von
Hagen 2001).
4. Country Characteristics. Alesina and Perotti (1997), for example, show
that currency depreciation increases the chance of success, which
suggests that consolidations are more challenging with fixed exchange
rates. Moreover, fiscal adjustments tend to be more painful in large,
closed, and high-debt economies (Ilzetzki et al. 2010).
5. Fiscal rules. High-quality fiscal institutions, including well-designed
fiscal rules, can make an important contribution to the success of
consolidations (Guichard 2007; Stehn 2010).

…but recent work by the IMF
suggests that these findings
should be re-examined.

Recent work by economists at the IMF, however, suggests that these
conclusions should be re-examined (see IMF 2010 and Guajardo et al. 2011).
In particular, the IMF constructs a new database covering 17 advanced
economies between 1978-2009 which allows for a distinction between exante consolidation efforts and ex-post consolidation outcomes.4 The database
identifies 173 years in which there were budgetary measures aimed at fiscal
consolidation. The average size of fiscal consolidation was about 1% of GDP,
but the range is wide (Exhibit 3). The dataset also distinguishes between
spending- and revenue-based consolidations.
Exhibit 3: A New IMF Dataset on Fiscal Consolidations
Number of consolidations
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The countries include Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Germany,
Denmark, Spain, Finland, France, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, Portugal,
Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States.
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First, the IMF argues that the distinction between adjustment efforts and
outcomes is important to gauge the growth damage from fiscal consolidation.
In particular, they show that all consolidations—whether spending or
revenue-based—tend to act as a drag on growth when we look at
consolidation efforts directly instead of ex-post changes in the cyclicallyadjusted deficit. The authors argue that existing studies “stack the deck”
against finding significant adverse growth effects. By using the cyclicallyadjusted budget deficit to identify fiscal consolidations, the earlier studies
include episodes that were not genuine periods of adjustment but rather oneoff accounting changes. Moreover, even when such one-offs are removed, the
change in the cyclically-adjusted budget deficit is often a poor proxy for
deliberate changes in fiscal policy because it fails to detect attempted fiscal
adjustments that result in sharp downturns and are therefore reversed quickly.
Second, the IMF study suggests that monetary policy plays an important role
in shaping the consequences of fiscal adjustment. Specifically, spendingbased adjustments have a less detrimental growth effect than tax-based
adjustments because they are, on average, accompanied by monetary easing,
while tax-based adjustments usually see monetary tightening. This suggests
that the success of a consolidation in reducing the deficit or debt ratio might
depend importantly on the monetary policy response. Previous findings might
thus be a poor guide for countries at or close to the zero bound.
Finally, the new IMF dataset allows us to explore to what extent intended
adjustments actually result in ex-post improvements in the fiscal situation.
That is, the collected data enables us to take into account that a consolidation
attempt might have been so badly designed or implemented that it actually
failed to improve the budget balance. For example, Germany engaged in a
sizable fiscal tightening in 1982, but this did not show up in a notable
improvement in the budget deficit because the ensuing recession quickly led
to the adoption of countercyclical stimulus measures. However, the IMF
dataset includes this period as a fiscal consolidation effort and thus allows us
to study why some consolidations are more likely to be continued than others.
Despite these advantages, the construction of the new IMF dataset necessarily
involved some judgement, as the authors identify consolidation efforts using
national budget documents.5 That said, the authors provide clear
documentation as to how they chose the consolidation episodes (see Devries
et. al 2011).

II. Starting and Sustaining Fiscal Adjustment
Using the IMF’s dataset we constructed two models that, respectively,
explain the probability of starting and of continuing a “large” consolidation
effort (defined as exceeding 1% of GDP per year).6 Exhibit 4 plots the
probability of starting a large consolidation effort at different initial fiscal
imbalances and three hypothetical scenarios.7 Somewhat reassuringly, we
find that countries are more likely to begin a large fiscal consolidation when
fiscal imbalances are high to begin with. Moreover, the probability of
embarking on fiscal consolidation is higher when the economy is in bad
5
6

7
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See Alesina (2011) for a critical discussion.
Specifically, we estimate probit models of starting and continuing large
consolidation efforts for a sample that pools together the experiences of 15
countries since 1980. This approach follows Guichard et al. (2007).
The initial fiscal imbalance is measured with the OECD’s estimate of the
underlying balance (which is a cyclically-adjusted budget balance excluding
one-off factors). For the baseline scenario, all variables are assumed to be at
their sample mean. The “high yield” scenario assumes that yields double, “low
growth” scenario assumes no GDP growth, and the “monetary tightening”
scenario assumes a 200 basis point increase in the real policy rate.
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shape (that is, growth is low) and when long-term bond yields are high. A
tightening of monetary policy, in contrast, reduces the probability that a large
fiscal consolidation will be attempted (although this effect is only marginally
statistically significant).
Exhibit 4: Initial Conditions Matter for Likelihood that Large
Consolidations are Started…
Percent
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Source: GS Global ECS Research.

Large consolidations are more
likely to be started and continued
when fiscal imbalances are high
to begin with and governments
come under pressure from
elevated bond yield .

Once a consolidation has been started, what determines for how long it is
pursued? First, our results suggest that large adjustments are more likely to be
continued—that is, maintained in the year(s) after they are started—when
fiscal imbalances remain high and governments come under pressure from
elevated bond yields (Exhibit 5). Furthermore, our results confirm that fiscal
rules which contain a constraint on expenditure can be helpful in sustaining
adjustments.8 Tighter monetary policy, in contrast, diminishes the probability
of sustaining an adjustment effort (although this effect is not statistically
significant). Second, we find that the type of adjustment matters (Exhibit 6).
The probability of continuing an adjustment is higher for larger efforts. And,
in line with previous studies, the probability of continuing a large
consolidation is notably higher for spending- than tax-based efforts.
Exhibit 5: … and Subsequently Continued
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Source: GS Global ECS Research.
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Exhibit 6: Spending-based Adjustments are More Persistent
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Having discussed the determinants of starting and sustaining consolidation
efforts, we turn to an analysis of their effects. In particular, we follow the
IMF’s methodology in estimating the effect of a consolidation effort on real
GDP growth.9 We then explore how the growth effect varies with the
composition of the adjustment and the response of monetary policy, as well
as country characteristics and initial macro conditions.

Fiscal consolidations tend to act
as a significant drag on growth…

Issue No. 207

Fiscal Adjustments Are Painful...
In a first step we replicate three of the IMF’s findings:


Fiscal adjustment has a significant dampening impact on growth. On
average, a retrenchment of 1% of GDP lowers the level of output by
0.6% after two years (Exhibit 7).



Consolidations that are based on tax hikes typically have higher
output costs than those based on spending cuts, and the difference is
sizable (Exhibit 7). On average a spending-based consolidation of 1% of
GDP lowers output by a cumulative 0.3% while a tax-based
consolidation reduces GDP by 1.4% after two years. The finding that
both spending- and revenue-based consolidations tend to act as a drag on
growth constrasts with earlier studies (e.g. Alesina and Perotti 1995).



The response of monetary policy is strikingly different for spending
and tax-based adjustments (Exhibit 8). In particular, the former are
accompanied by monetary easing, while tax-based adjustments typically
see monetary tightening. The IMF (2010) shows that the monetary
tightening is driven by rate hikes in response to indirect tax increases,
most likely because central banks are worried about second-round
inflation effects from increases in indirect taxes. Another possible
explanation is that central banks are willing to ease during spendingbased adjustments because these tend to be more persistent and are thus
seen as a more credible commitment to fiscal sustainability.

9

Specifically, we estimate panel regressions that explain real GDP growth with
two of its own lags and the consolidation effort (and two of its lags). We then
trace out the effect of a 1% consolidation effort on the level of real GDP. The
panel model includes time and country fixed effects.
7

August 19, 2011

Goldman Sachs Global Economics, Commodities and Strategy Research

Global Economics Paper

Exhibit 7: Fiscal Consolidations Hurt Growth—Especially when
Pursued Through Tax Increases
Percent
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Exhibit 8: The Response of Monetary Policy Differs Sharply…
Percentage points
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… Especially Without Monetary Easing
Taken at face value, these results suggest that spending cuts are a much more
attractive option than tax increases as they are not only more durable but also
much less damaging to growth (although they don’t raise growth as
suggested by some previous studies). Applying this conclusion to the
adjustment facing countries around the world, however, would be naïve
because the above results likely overstate the success that can be expected
from spending-based adjustments relative to tax-based ones in the current
environment. In many countries, like the United States and the United
Kingdom, policy rates are already so low that it would be difficult to support
spending-based consolidations with significant monetary easing (unless, of
course, additional asset purchase programs were adopted). Moreover, many
central banks, like the Fed, would most likely see through any indirect tax
increases—were they to occur—and probably not raise interest rates in
response to a revenue-based consolidation.
In a counterfactual analysis, we therefore attempt to “shut down” the interest
rate response to get a better sense of the implications of the choices countries

Issue No. 207
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currently face. Such an experiment is fraught with difficulty as it requires an
estimate of how changes in the policy rate affect output and such estimates
are necessarily subject to a lot of uncertainty. To obtain such an estimate we
proceed in two steps. First, we use quarterly data to estimate the effect of
monetary policy shocks on growth in the United States using an approach
pioneered by David and Christina Romer (see Romer and Romer 2004).10
Second, we transform these estimates into annual data and apply them to the
cross-country results above to construct the “no monetary policy” scenario.
Given these steps, the uncertainty surrounding the simulation is substantial.
With this in mind, Exhibit 9 suggests that the difference in output damage
between spending and tax-based adjustments is less pronounced when there
is no monetary policy response. In particular, the hit to output from a 1% of
GDP consolidation effort is now more similar at 1-1½% for tax and
spending-based adjustments during the first two years.11 (After the second
year, however, spending-based adjustments are still quite a bit less damaging
to growth.)
These results have two implications. First, the short-term output cost of fiscal
adjustment depends not so much on whether it comes via spending or taxes
per se, but instead on whether it is cushioned by monetary policy. And
second, both spending- and revenue-based consolidations act as a sizeable
drag on growth when monetary policy does not respond. Clearly, allowing for
no monetary policy response is an extreme assumption in the current context
as some countries still have room to cut interest rates and could adopt
additional unconventional policy steps to support a spending-based
adjustment. But to the extent that policymakers are reluctant to provide
significant unconventional monetary stimulus and/or this stimulus is less
effective than conventional interest rate cuts, our results suggest that fiscal
adjustment is likely to entail significant output damage, regardless of whether
it is done on the spending or revenue side.
Exhibit 9: … and Drives Much of the Difference Between
Spending- and Revenue-based Adjustments
Percent
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Broadly consistent with their estimates, we find that a 100 basis point rate cut
raises the level of real GDP by 2.5% after two years.
This is consistent with a calculation in the IMF study that suggests that most
but not all of the difference between the growth effects of spending and taxbased adjustments is due to the response of monetary policy.
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Variation Across Countries
We have so far shown that fiscal retrenchment is growth-damaging and that
the role of monetary policy is important in cushioning the growth impact. But
the chances of sustained action and the risks to growth are unlikely to be the
same across countries. Basic theory predicts that the size of an economy, how
open it is, and the exchange rate regime will all determine the risks to growth
from fiscal policy shifts—and so the risks to success.
To explore these variations, we split the growth effect by country
characteristic and initial conditions. For example, we look at whether the
growth hit from a given consolidation effort differs in a “large” economy
from that in a “small” one.12 Given the small sample of countries, splitting
the responses is a difficult exercise and the differences are not always
statistically significant. With this caveat in mind the “splits” reveal an
intuitive pattern:

Adjustments tend to be more
painful
in
large,
closed
economies and countries with
fixed exchange rates.

■

The growth effect varies with country characteristics, as one would
expect (Exhibit 10). In particular, fiscal adjustments tend to be more
painful in large and closed economies. Moreover, our estimates confirm
the IMF’s finding that the growth hit is larger in countries with fixed
exchange rates. Both of these are consistent with the predictions of
standard economic models of fiscal adjustments. For small economies
with floating exchange rates, fiscal contractions are more likely to lead to
an offsetting rise in net exports.

■

Initial conditions also matter for how much output damage consolidation
inflicts (Exhibit 11). The hit is typically bigger in economies that start
out with large macro imbalances, such as current account deficits and
high inflation. Moreover, the output damage tends to be smaller when
real policy interest rates are initially high, presumably because there is
more room for central banks to ease monetary policy to support growth.

■

Lastly, the growth hit is smaller at times of negative output gaps (that is,
when output is below potential), probably because such economies would
normally see a rebound in growth towards potential anyway (Exhibit 11).

Exhibit 10: The Growth Hit Varies with Country Characteristics…
Percent
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We interact the consolidation variable in the panel regression described above
with a dummy variable that captures the country characteristic. For example,
we define a “large” economy as one for which GDP exceeds the average of the
other countries at that point in time. Results are qualitatively similar for
splitting responses along the median instead of the mean.
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Exhibit 11: … And Initial Conditions
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III. The Balancing Act—How Fast to Go?
Our results suggest that countries face a delicate balancing act when
designing their fiscal adjustment plans. On the one hand, rapid fiscal
consolidation is desirable to return public finances to a sustainable path as
soon as possible, and thereby avert rising long-term interest rates and the risk
of a sovereign crisis. Rapid adjustment efforts, as shown above, also tend to
be more persistent. On the other hand, fiscal adjustment acts as a drag on
growth. These findings point to a “speed limit” of fiscal adjustment—the pace
of tightening after which the corrosive impact on growth undermines the
fiscal position itself. As the need for adjustment and the growth hit differ
across countries and initial conditions, so will the “speed limit” of
adjustment.
We therefore take a closer look at the link between consolidation efforts and
actual changes in the budget balance. Specifically, we estimate a panel
regression model that explains the annual change in the primary balance with
the consolidation effort in the same year.13
First, we consider a “linear” specification, which simply explains changes in
the primary balance with the adjustment effort made in the same year. Not
surprisingly, we find that there is substantial “slippage” between the
adjustment effort and the actual change in the primary balance in the same
year. (This is shown by the solid black line in Exhibit 12, which has a slope
of around two thirds.) Our results above suggest that this “slippage” between
effort and outcome may occur because (1) adjustment efforts are often
discontinued, and (2) the resulting hit to growth reduces tax revenues and
thus offsets part of the tightening effort. Consistent with this, Exhibit 12
shows that tax-based consolidations are less successful in improving the
primary deficit. (But we need to keep in mind that monetary tightening plays
an important role here.) Given this slippage, countries should aim to do
relatively more than is needed on paper. Moreover, we find tentative
evidence that fiscal rules (which constrain both the budget balance and
expenditure) can be helpful in limiting “slippage.” The effect is not
statistically significant, but consistent with other studies (including our own)
showing that well-designed fiscal rules can play a role in achieving a
successful fiscal consolidation.
13
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Exhibit 12: Slippage Between Effort and Outcome
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Percent of GDP

4.0

4.0

3.5

3.5

Annual Change in Primary
Balance in Response to
Consolidation Ef forts:

3.0
2.5

3.0
2.5

Baseline

2.0

2.0

Tax-based

1.5

1.5

With Fiscal Rules

1.0

1.0

0.5

0.5

0.0

0.0

-0.5

-0.5

-1.0

-1.0
0

1

2

3

4

Size of Consolidation Effort (% of GDP)
Source: GS Global ECS Research.

Fiscal adjustments are subject to
a “speed limit”—a the pace of
tightening after which the
corrosive impact on growth starts
to undermine the fiscal position
itself.

Second, we consider a “nonlinear” specification, which allows for the
possibility that more rapid adjustment programs could be less successful in
consolidating the budget. Our regression finds evidence for a nonlinear
effect, as the coefficient on the squared adjustment term is significant. The
black line in Exhibit 13 shows how the “slippage” between the adjustment
effort and the primary balance varies with the speed of adjustment. The chart
suggests that consolidation efforts become increasingly less effective in
improving the actual fiscal outlook as they grow in size. The maximum speed
of adjustment—the yearly adjustment effort that results in the biggest
improvement in the primary balance—is around 2% of GDP in our sample.
Faster adjustments typically become counterproductive and lead to a smaller
increase in the budget balance. These results point to a “speed limit” of fiscal
adjustment—the pace of tightening after which additional consolidation
becomes counterproductive. This calculation clearly does not describe an
“optimal” speed of consolidation—which would also account for how
policymakers trade off the pain caused by adjustment with the risks of
delaying action—but it does describe the point where additional “effort”
undermines progress and so is presumably best avoided.
Exhibit 13: A “Speed Limit” of Fiscal Adjustment?
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The most likely explanation for this finding is that the growth hit becomes
prohibitive when the speed of adjustment becomes too large. One way to test
for this is to look at how the “speed limit” of adjustment varies with country
characteristics and initial conditions. Splitting the responses into subgroups is
again tricky because we have few observations and the splits are not always
statistically significant. Nonetheless, doing so reveals some interesting
insights (Exhibit 13). First, the “speed limit” appears to be lower in countries
that have fixed exchange rates. Second, our results suggest that the “speed
limit” is higher in low-inflation environments. Given that we have shown that
the growth damage from fiscal consolidation is larger under fixed exchange
rates and smaller in periods of low inflation, this pattern is consistent with the
view that the growth hit drives the nonlinearity of the effectiveness of the
adjustment effort.

IV. Implications for Global Fiscal Adjustment
We can draw several general conclusions from our analysis for the current
context. First and somewhat encouragingly, the chances of a sustained
consolidation effort across a wide range of countries are high in the next few
years because fiscal imbalances are unusually large at this point. Market
pressure has historically increased the chances of action.

The “speed limit” of fiscal
adjustment likely to be lower in
large, closed economies (like the
US or Japan) and in countries
with fixed exchange rates
(European periphery) than in
small, open economies (UK).

Second and less encouragingly, fiscal adjustment is likely to act as a
significant drag on growth. This is particularly likely because the economies
in need of the largest adjustments are either large economies close to the zero
bound on monetary policy (Japan, US) or have fixed exchange rates (the
European periphery). Since our analysis suggests that monetary policy and
exchange rate adjustment are the two major cushions against growth damage
from fiscal restraint, this implies that the overall growth impact from fiscal
consolidation is likely to be larger than normal. The need for many countries
to adjust simultaneously reinforces this view—as countries will find it hard to
“export their way out.” These findings caution against tightening too quickly,
suggesting that countries should be mindful of “speed limits” of adjustment.
Finally, focusing adjustments on cutting spending is unlikely to be a panacea
in the current environment. We do find that spending-based adjustments are
preferable to tax-based ones to the extent that they tend to be more persistent.
And it is possible that, as a result, central banks are more willing to provide
monetary accommodation. But our results suggest that both spending- and
tax-based consolidations tend to act as a significant drag on growth when
additional monetary easing is unavailable. Monetary policy should therefore
remain accommodative—or indeed deliver additional easing—in countries
that have large adjustments to make, suggesting that average policy rates
globally may stay low for some time. To ensure that consolidations are
sustained—independently of whether they are pursued on the tax or spending
side—it could be helpful to adopt or strengthen legislative commitments, like
fiscal rules.
Although the devil is likely to be in the details for any individual economy,
our analysis also has a number of country-specific implications:
The US and Japan are likely to face particularly challenging balancing acts
because of the zero bound, their size, and limited openness to trade.
Consolidation is likely to slow growth notably—by as much as 1½
percentage point per 1% of GDP adjustment. Therefore, neither the US nor
Japan should go too fast—certainly slower than the 2% of GDP per annum
“speed limit” that we find holds in “normal times.” In the US, we expect
fiscal restraint of about 1¼% of GDP in 2012. Given the zero bound, this
adjustment could be expected to lower real GDP by almost 2% by 2014—that

Issue No. 207

13

August 19, 2011

Goldman Sachs Global Economics, Commodities and Strategy Research

Global Economics Paper

is, shave off one percentage point off growth for two years. Facing a sluggish
recovery, fiscal policymakers should thus be cautious to tighten any more
quickly and, in the near term, additional Fed easing might be helpful to limit
the likelihood of a renewed recession. Moreover, it could be helpful to
consider some kind of fiscal rule or legislative commitment that is credible
enough to reduce the risks of acting more gradually.
Fiscal adjustment in the UK—a smaller, more open economy—is likely to be
somewhat less painful. The government’s current plan—involving a roughly
2% of GDP adjustment annually—is therefore unlikely to be too fast,
particularly if the Bank of England remains accommodative.
The European periphery’s combination of large imbalances, high yields and
fixed exchange rates suggest that consolidations are more likely to be
sustained, but also that they are more likely to be painful (for more details see
Nielsen 2011). Very large and rapid adjustments in this kind of fixed rate
regime, while sometimes necessary, are risky, since the growth damage can
undermine success. Our results suggest that current adjustment plans—
which, according to the IMF, consist of a 3% and 5.7% of GDP tightening in
Greece and Portugal in 2011, respectively—likely exceed the “speed limit” of
fiscal adjustment. It is in these situations in particular that fiscal rules can
improve credibility and thereby act as a substitute for a painful adjustment.
Sven Jari Stehn, Jan Hatzius, Dominic Wilson, and Stacy Carlson
August 19, 2011

Issue No. 207

14

August 19, 2011

Goldman Sachs Global Economics, Commodities and Strategy Research

Global Economics Paper

References
Alesina, A. and R. Perotti, (1995), “Fiscal Expansions and Fiscal
Adjustments in OECD Countries,” Economic Policy, Vol. 10, No. 21.
Alesina, A. and R. Perotti, (1997), “Fiscal Adjustments in OECD Countries:
Composition and Macroeconomic Effects,” IMF Staff Papers, Vol. 44.
Alesina, A. and S. Ardagna, (2010), “Large Changes in Fiscal Policy: Taxes
versus Spending,” Tax Policy and the Economy, Vol. 24, ed. by Jeffrey R.
Brown (Cambridge, Massachusetts: National Bureau of Economic Research).
Alesina,
A.,
(2011),
“My
Answer
to
the
http://www.economics.harvard.edu/faculty/alesina/Alesina

Economist,”

Ahrend, R., P. Catte and R. Price (2006), “Interactions Between Monetary
and Fiscal Policy: How Monetary Policy Conditions Affect Fiscal
Consolidation,” Economics Department Working Paper, No. 521, OECD.
Broadbent, B. and K. Daly, (2010), “Limiting the fall-out from fiscal
adjustment,” Global Economics Paper 195, April 2010.
Devries, P., Guajardo, J., Leigh, D. and A. Pescatori, (2011), “A New Actionbased Dataset of Fiscal Consolidation,” IMF Working Paper, No. 11/128.
Drazen, A. and V. Grilli, (1993). "The Benefit of Crises for Economic
Reforms," American Economic Review, vol. 83(3), pages 598-607.
Guajardo, J. Leigh, D. and A. Pescatori, (2011), “Expansionary Austerity
New International Evidence,” IMF Working Paper, No. 11/158.
Guichard S., M. Kennedy, E. Wurzel, and C. Andre, (2007), “What Promotes
Fiscal Consolidation: OECD Country Experience”, OECD Economics
Department Working Papers, No. 553.
Hatzius, J. and SJ. Stehn, (2011), “Fiscal Adjustment without Fed Easing: A
Tall Order,” US Economics Analyst, 11/19
IMF (2010), “Will it Hurt? Macroeconomic Effects of Fiscal Consolidation,”
World Economic Outlook, October 2010.
Ilzetzki, E., E. Mendoza, and C. Végh, (2010), “How Big are Fiscal
Multipliers?” CEPR Policy Insight No. 39 (London: Centre for Economic
Policy Research).
Kumar, M., D. Leigh and A. Plekhanov, (2007), “Fiscal Adjustments:
Determinants and Macroeconomic Consequences,” IMF WP, 07/178.
Nielsen, L. (2011), “Peripheral consolidation: probable but painful,”
European Weekly Analyst, 11/25.
Romer, C. and D. Romer (2004), “A New Measure of Monetary Shocks:
Derivation and Implications,” American Economic Review, September 2004.
Stehn, SJ. (2010), “Squaring the Fiscal Circle: Does a Fiscal Rule Help?” US
Economics Analyst, July 23, 2010.

Issue No. 207

15

August 19, 2011

Goldman Sachs Global Economics, Commodities and Strategy Research

Global Economics Paper

Stehn, SJ., (2011), “Fiscal Adjustment without Fed Easing: A Tall Order,”
US Economics Analyst, 11/19.
Stehn, SJ., D. Wilson and S. Carlson, (2011), “The Balancing Act of Fiscal
Consolidation,” Global Economics Weekly, 11/20.
von Hagen J., R. Strauch, (2001), “Fiscal Consolidations: Quality, Economic
Conditions, and Success, Public Choice, vol. 109, no.3-4, pp 327-346

Issue No. 207

16

August 19, 2011

Goldman Sachs Global Economics, Commodities and Strategy Research

Global Economics Paper

Goldman Sachs Global Economics, Commodities and Strategy Research
Americas
Jan Hatzius~
Dominic Wilson~

1(212)902-0394
1(212)902-5924

US Economics Research
Andrew Tilton~
Zach Pandl*
Alec Phillips*
Jari Stehn*
Shuyan Wu^

1(212)357-2619
1(212)902-3393
1(202)637-3746
1(212)357-6224
1(212)902-3053

Asia (cont'd)
Japan Portfolio Strategy Research
Hiromi Suzuki*
81(3)6437-9955
Tsumugi Akiba*
81(3)6437-9966
Kazunori Tatebe#
81(3)6437-9898
Pan-Asia Strategy Derivatives Research
Sam Gellman*
852-2978-1631
Sunil Koul#
852-2978-0924
Jason Lui#
852-2978-6613

Latin America Economics Research
Paulo Leme~
1(305)755-1038
Alberto Ramos~
1(212)357-5768
Eduardo Cavallo*
1(212)357-5772
Petya Kehayova^
1(212)934-0199

Bangalore Service Desk
Ram Dharmaraj#
Saikat Banerjee
Ketaki Garg
Vishal Vaibhaw

US Portfolio Strategy Research
David Kostin~
1(212)902-6781
Stuart Kaiser*
1(212)357-6308
Amanda Sneider*
1(212)357-9860
Peter Lewis^
1(212)902-9693
Ben Snider^
1(212)357-1744

Australia & New Zealand Economics Research
Tim Toohey~
613-9679-1079
Philip Borkin*
649-362-7306
Andrew Boak#
612-9321-8576
David Colosimo#
613-9679-1085

Asia
Kathy Matsui~

Europe, Middle East and Africa
Peter Oppenheimer~

1(212)934-9678
1(212)934-1928
1(212)934-6319
1(212)934-6319

Asia-Pacific Economics Research
Michael Buchanan~
852-2978-1802
Goohoon Kwon~
82(2)3788-1775
Enoch Fung*
852-2978-0784
Tushar Poddar*
91(22)6616-9042
Yu Song*
86(10)6627-3111
Mark Tan*
65()6889-2472
Shirla Sum#
852-2978-6634
Professor Song Guoqing
86(10)6627-3021
Yin Zhang^
86(10)6627-3112
Japan Economics Research
Naohiko Baba~
81(3)6437-9960
Chiwoong Lee*
81(3)6437-9984
Yuriko Tanaka*
81(3)6437-9964
Asia-Pacific Portfolio Strategy Research
Timothy Moe~
852-2978-1328
Christopher Eoyang~
81(3)6437-9888
Helen Zhu~
852-2978-0048
Kinger Lau*
852-2978-1224
Caesar Maasry*
852-2978-7213
Hanfeng Wang*
86(10)6627-3318
Ben Bei#
852-2978-1220
Jeen Kim#
82(2)3788-1726
Richard Tang#
852-2978-0722
Chenjie Liu^
86(10)6627-3324

Global Macro Research
Kamakshya Trivedi*
44(20)7051-4005
Jose Ursua#
1(212)855-9705
Stacy Carlson^
1(212)855-0684
Global Credit Strategy Research
Charles Himmelberg~
1(917)343-3218
Kenneth Ho*
852-2978-7468
Lotfi Karoui*
1(917)343-1548
Annie Chu#
1(212)357-5522
Anthony Ip#
852()2978-2676
FX Research
Thomas Stolper~
Robin Brooks*
Themistoklis Fiotakis*
Fiona Lake*

44(20)7774-5183
1(212)357-8763
44(20)7552-2901
852-2978-6088

Fixed Income Research
Constantin Burgi^
44(20)7051-4009
44(20)7552-5782

81(3)6437-9950
European Economics Research
Ahmet Akarli~
Kevin Daly~
Clemens Grafe~
Dirk Schumacher~
Andrew Benito*
Magdalena Polan*
Natacha Valla*
Lasse Holboell Nielsen#
Marek Raczko#
Anna Zadornova#
Antoine Demongeot^
Michael Hinds^
Adrian Paul^

Global Markets Research
Dominic Wilson~
1(212)902-5924
Francesco Garzarelli~
44(20)7774-5078

44(20)7051-1875
44(20)7774-5908
7(495)645-4198
49(69)7532-1210
44(20)7051-4004
44(20)7552-5244
33(1)4212-1343
44(20)7774-5205
44(20)7552-0159
44(20)7774-1163
44(20)7774-1169
44(20)7774-1137
44(20)7552-5748

European Portfolio Strategy Research
Sharon Bell*
44(20)7552-1341
Gerald Moser*
44(20)7774-5725
Christian Mueller-Glissmann*
44(20)7774-1714
Anders Nielsen*
44(20)7552-3000
Matthieu Walterspiler#
44(20)7552-3403

Macro Equity Research
Noah Weisberger~
Alexander Kazan*
Aleksandar Timcenko*

1(212)357-6261
1(917)343-4543
1(212)357-7628

Commodities Research
Jeffrey Currie~
44(20)7774-6112
Energy
Samantha Dart*
Stefan Wieler#
Johan Spetz^

44(20)7552-9350
1(212)357-7486
44(20)7552-5946

Non-Energy
Damien Courvalin*

1(212)902-3307

Commodity Strategy
Allison Nathan~
David Greely~

1(212)357-7504
1(212)902-2850

Administration
Linda Britten*
Loretta Sunnucks*

44(20)7774-1165
44(20)7774-3223

~MD *VP/ED #Associate ^Research Assistant/Analyst
Email: firstname.surname@gs.com

Issue No. 207

August 19, 2011

GOLDMAN SACHS GLOBAL
RESEARCH CENTRES

We, Sven Jari Stehn, Jan Hatzus, Dominic Wilson and Stacy Carlson, hereby certify that all of the views
expressed in this report accurately reflect personal views, which have not been influenced by considerations
of the firm’s business or client relationships.

New York
Goldman Sachs & Co.
200 West Street, 22nd Floor
New York, New York 10282, USA
Tel: +1 212 902 1000

Global product; distributing entities
The Global Investment Research Division of Goldman Sachs produces and distributes research products for
clients of Goldman Sachs, and pursuant to certain contractual arrangements, on a global basis. Analysts
based in Goldman Sachs offices around the world produce equity research on industries and companies,
and research on macroeconomics, currencies, commodities and portfolio strategy. This research is
disseminated in Australia by Goldman Sachs & Partners Australia Pty Ltd (ABN 21 006 797 897) on behalf
of Goldman Sachs; in Brazil by Goldman Sachs do Brasil Banco Múltiplo S.A.; in Canada by Goldman
Sachs & Co. regarding Canadian equities and by Goldman Sachs & Co. (all other research); in Hong Kong
by Goldman Sachs (Asia) L.L.C.; in India by Goldman Sachs (India) Securities Private Ltd.; in Japan by
Goldman Sachs Japan Co., Ltd.; in the Republic of Korea by Goldman Sachs (Asia) L.L.C., Seoul Branch;
in New Zealand by Goldman Sachs & Partners New Zealand Limited on behalf of Goldman Sachs; in
Russia by OOO Goldman Sachs; in Singapore by Goldman Sachs (Singapore) Pte. (Company Number:
198602165W); and in the United States of America by Goldman Sachs & Co. Goldman Sachs International
has approved this research in connection with its distribution in the United Kingdom and European Union.

Washington
Goldman Sachs & Co.
101 Constitution Ave, NW
Suite 1000 East
Washington, DC 20001
Tel: +1 202 637 3700
London
Goldman Sachs International
Peterborough Court
133 Fleet Street
London, EC4A 2BB, England
Tel: +44 (0)20 7774 1000
Frankfurt
Goldman Sachs & Co. oHG
MesseTurm
D-60308 Frankfurt am Main,
Germany
Tel: +49 (0)69 7532 1000
Moscow
Goldman Sachs OOOGS
14th floor, Ducat III
6, Gasheka Street
Moscow 125047
Russian Federation
Tel: +7-495-645-4000
Paris
Goldman Sachs Inc et Cie
2, rue de Thann
75017 Paris, France
Tel: +33 (0)1 4212 1341
Hong Kong
Goldman Sachs (Asia) L.L.C.
Cheung Kong Center,
68th Floor
2 Queen’s Road Central
Hong Kong
Tel: +852 2978 1000
Tokyo
Goldman Sachs Japan Co, Ltd.
Roppongi Hills Mori Tower
47th Floor, 10-1, Roppongi 6-chome
Minato-ku, Tokyo 106-6147, Japan
Tel: +81 (0)3 6437 9960
Singapore
Goldman Sachs (Singapore) Pte.
1 Raffles Link, #07-01 South Lobby,
Singapore 039393
Tel: +66 889 1000
South Africa
Goldman Sachs International
13th Floor, The Forum
2 Maude Street
Sandton 2196
South Africa
Tel: 27-11-303-2700

European Union: Goldman Sachs International, authorized and regulated by the Financial Services
Authority, has approved this research in connection with its distribution in the European Union and United
Kingdom; Goldman Sachs & Co. oHG, regulated by the Bundesanstalt fur Finanzdienstleistungsaufsicht,
may also distribute research in Germany.
General disclosures
This research is for our clients only. Other than disclosures relating to Goldman Sachs, this research is
based on current public information that we consider reliable, but we do not represent it is accurate or
complete, and it should not be relied on as such. We seek to update our research as appropriate, but
various regulations may prevent us from doing so. Other than certain industry reports published on a
periodic basis, the large majority of reports are published at irregular intervals as appropriate in the analyst's
judgment.
Goldman Sachs conducts a global full-service, integrated investment banking, investment management,
and brokerage business. We have investment banking and other business relationships with a substantial
percentage of the companies covered by our Global Investment Research Division. SIPC: Goldman, Sachs
& Co., the United States broker dealer, is a member of SIPC (http://www.sipc.org).
Our salespeople, traders, and other professionals may provide oral or written market commentary or trading
strategies to our clients and our proprietary trading desks that reflect opinions that are contrary to the
opinions expressed in this research. Our asset management area, our proprietary trading desks and
investing businesses may make investment decisions that are inconsistent with the recommendations or
views expressed in this research.
We and our affiliates, officers, directors, and employees, excluding equity and credit analysts, will from time
to time have long or short positions in, act as principal in, and buy or sell, the securities or derivatives, if any,
referred to in this research.
This research is not an offer to sell or the solicitation of an offer to buy any security in any jurisdiction where
such an offer or solicitation would be illegal. It does not constitute a personal recommendation or take into
account the particular investment objectives, financial situations, or needs of individual clients. Clients
should consider whether any advice or recommendation in this research is suitable for their particular
circumstances and, if appropriate, seek professional advice, including tax advice. The price and value of
investments referred to in this research and the income from them may fluctuate. Past performance is not a
guide to future performance, future returns are not guaranteed, and a loss of original capital may occur.
Fluctuations in exchange rates could have adverse effects on the value or price of, or income derived from,
certain investments.
Certain transactions, including those involving futures, options, and other derivatives, give rise to substantial
risk and are not suitable for all investors. Investors should review current options disclosure documents
which
are
available
from
Goldman
Sachs
sales
representatives
or
at
http://www.theocc.com/publications/risks/riskchap1.jsp. Transactions cost may be significant in option
strategies calling for multiple purchase and sales of options such as spreads. Supporting documentation will
be supplied upon request.
All research reports are disseminated and available to all clients simultaneously through electronic
publication to our internal client websites. Not all research content is redistributed to our clients or available
to third-party aggregators, nor is Goldman Sachs responsible for the redistribution of our research by third
party aggregators. For all research available on a particular stock, please contact your sales representative
or go to www.360.gs.com.
Disclosure information is also available at http://www.gs.com/research/hedge.html or from Research
Compliance, 200 West Street, New York, NY 10282.
No part of this material may be (i) copied, photocopied or duplicated in any form by any means or (ii)
redistributed without the prior written consent of The Goldman Sachs Group, Inc.

.

Goldman Sachs Research personnel may be contacted by electronic mail thorugh the Internet at firstname.lastname@gs.com

