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ABSTRACT

Gaps and Triangles*

We derive principles of optimal short run monetary policy in a real business
cycles model, with money and with monopolistic firms that set prices one
period in advance. The only distortionary policy intruments are the nominal
interest rates and the money supplies. In this environment it is feasible to
undo both the cash in advance and the price setting restrictions. We show that
the optimal allocation is achieved under the Friedman rule. We also show that,
in general, it is not optimal to undo the restriction that prices are set one
period in advance. Sticky prices provide the planner with tools to improve
upon a distorted flexible prices allocation.
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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY

In this Paper we derive general principles on how to conduct short-run
monetary policy by analysing a real business cycles model without capital, to
which three main restrictions are added: monopolistic firms, a cash-in-
advance restriction on household transactions, and a restriction on firms,
stating that prices must be set one period in advance. In this sticky prices
environment, monetary policy can affect allocations both through the path of
nominal interest rates and money supplies. These are the only distortionary
policy instruments that the government can use.

For a given interest rate path it is possible in this environment to conduct
money supply policy in order to undo the restriction of price stickiness, so that
the allocations under sticky and flexible prices coincide. By setting the nominal
interest rates to zero, the effects of the cash in advance restriction can also be
eliminated. With the available policy instruments, because of the zero bound
on nominal interest rates, the mark up distortion cannot be undone.

The first major result of the Paper is that the Friedman rule of setting the
nominal interest rates equal to zero must be followed in order to achieve the
optimal allocation. This is a general result and thus extends the result in
Ireland (1996), which shows that it is optimal to follow the Friedman rule when
the utility function is separable, linear in leisure and logarithmic in
consumption. In addition, we obtain that in general it is not optimal to
completely undo the effects of price stickiness. Ramsey rules in this
environment require the sticky prices allocation to deviate from the flexible
prices one. These deviations between the flexible prices and the sticky prices
allocations for a given interest rate path are our definition of gaps. Sticky
prices provide the planner with policy tools to improve upon a distorted flexible
prices allocation.

Under flexible prices only interest rates matter. The path of money supply
affects the price levels but not the real allocation. Because there are lump sum
taxes, the optimal monetary policy is to set nominal interest rates to zero. That
way the distortion is minimized in each date and state, and expected utility is
maximized. The optimal allocation will be distorted by a constant mark up.
Instead, the optimal allocation under sticky prices will be characterized by
variable mark-ups around an average mark-up induced by monopolistic
competition. These wedges cannot be attained under flexible prices because
nominal interest rates cannot be negative. Under sticky prices the planner is
able to sidestep the zero bound restriction on nominal interest rates and
achieve higher utility.

There are problems with following the Friedman rule under sticky prices.
Under the Friedman rule, since the cash in advance constraint is not binding,
the money supply cannot be used to determine the allocation. As Carlstrom



and Fuerst (1998b) show in a comment to Ireland (1996), the allocation is
indeterminate and there are equilibria with sunspot fluctuations. This
indeterminacy is no longer there for positive but arbitrarily small interest rates.
It seems to us that all that is economically relevant is the behaviour of these
economies as the interest rates converge to zero. Along this sequence the
optimal allocations can be achieved by using money supply.
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