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On December 14, 2004, the Federal Open Market
Committee (FOMC) decided to move up the publica-
tion of its minutes to three weeks after the end of
each meeting. That action has cut in half the average
time between the meeting and publication of the
minutes. It has also apparently heightened public
attention to the FOMC minutes. To give additional
context to the Committee’s decision, this article out-
lines previeus ehanges to the release sehedule for the
fhinutes and provides a brief everview of the eentent
of the minutes and the way they are new producsd.

From the inception of the FOMC, the Federal
Reserve has had an obligation to maintain records of
the Committee’s policymaking actions and to publish
those records in its annual report to the Congress.
Accordingly, the Federal Reserve initially published
a summary of FOMC proceedings once a year. Over
time, however, as views about public access to infor-
mation changed and as financial markets matured,
broadened, and deepened, the FOMC provided more
information more promptly, geing well beyond the
basie information reguired by the Federal Reserve
Aect.

This article focuses on the minutes and their pro-
duction, but the minutes are by no means the sole
source of public information about FOMC policy-
making. For example, the Committee releases a state-
ment on the same day that policy decisions are made,
the Chairman provides semiannual testimony to the
Congress, and the Board submits semiannual Mone=
tary Poliey Reperis, which inelude a summary of the
econemie projections of the Beard members and

Nome. The authors are grateful for helpful comments received,
especially from their former colleagues Normand Bernard and David
Lindsey.[endofnote.]

Reserve Bank presidents. In addition, the Chairman
testifies on the economy and other topics on several
occasions during the year; Committee members regu-
larly give public speeches; and a wide range of
documents, including FOMC meeting transcripts, is
made available after a five-year lag.

HIESORRY

The Federal Open Market Committee was created
in its modern form by the Banking Act of 1935, and
for much of its history, the publicly available reports
from its meetings were the “Records of Policy
Actions”—also known as the “[Policy Record.” (See
timeline chart of past and present nomenclature.)
For its own use, the Committee initially maintained
extensive “‘minutes,” which were detailed records of
attendanee, discussions, and decisions at each meet-
ing. These minutes remained confidential, and the
Reeords of Peliey Aections, whieh were published
enee a year, were the efficial statement ef FOMEC
pelieymaking for decades: At first, the Records of
Policy Actions included only a paragraph or two of
background or reasoning behind each action. How-
ever, these records grew over time and had reached
an average of about five pages per meeting by
the mid-1960s, when the Committee reviewed its
information-disclosure practices.

196/—Reldasese of Rewardd of Polleyy Akctions
afier Nimatyy Days

In discussions undertaken in light of the pending
effective date of the Freedom of Information Act, the
Committee agreed that information about monetary
policy decisions should be made available to the
public on a timely basis but that caution was needed
so that the information released would not impair the
Committee’s ability to formulate and implement pol-
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“The Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System shall keep a
complete record of the action taken by the Board and by the Federal
Open Market Comnmittee upon all questions of policy relating to
open-market operations and shall record therein the votes taken in
connection with the determination of open-market policies and the
reasons underlying the action of the Board and the Committee in each
instance. The Board shall . , . include in its annAual report to the
Congress . ... a copy of the records required to be kept under the
provisions of this paragraph.”[endoffootnote.]

on the release of information should be shortened.
Accordingly, in June 1967, the Committee

announced that it would release the Record of Policy

Actions about ninety days after each meeting and
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available to the public through the National Archives.[endoffootnote.]



Repimtsfgofh dR{RGE0 NEebitiomg £ @hd Calvtk Brnagen PN onancc tessnt Nomenclature

Published Record of Policy Actions
Summaries of
Mebings 1936 to 1993
Minutes of Actions
9671967 to 19931993
Minutes
118881993 to Presdhesent
Detailed Internal .
Minutes
Accounts of
Meetings 11986 1936 to 19671967
Memorandum
of Discussion
11867 1967 to 19761976
Transcript
119W61976 to Preséntsent[endofbox.]

*Also referred to as “Policy Recard.

would also publish it in the Federal Reserve Bulletin.
The Committee believed that a ninety-day lag would
be a relatively safe starting point and that, as experi-
ence was gained, it might be possible to reduce the
lag between policy action and publication.

The Committee also began to make available on
the same schedule a new document—a companion
piece to the Record of Policy Actions—that was
called “Minutes of Actions.” This document included
summaries of all actions (both policy actions and
nonpolicy actions, such as procedural or organiza-
tional votes) as well as a list of attendees. The docu-
ment did net state the reasoning behind the actions
of give any indicatien of the disecussion at the meet-
ing; that infermation was cevered in the Recerd of
Peliey Aetiens. The material previeusly included in
the FOMC's internal minutes was Rew in effsst split
inte twe decumenis—ine Minuies of Aetiens and the
“Memerandum of Biseussion,” a detailed aceunt
of the diseussien at eaeh mesting. Subsequently, the
Eommitiee Began releasing {is internal minuies, and
later the Memorandum of Biseussion, {8 e public
with 2 1ag of aBaut five years:

1975—Reldasese of Rewardd of Polieyy Akctions
afier FortyyHiiee Days

In the years after the passage of the Freedom of
Information Act, it became clear that there was a
substantial public appetite for further and more-
timely information related to the Committee’s meet-
ings. Committee discussions about the schedule and
content of existing information releases resulted in a
deeision to eut the lag on the release of the Reeord of
Policy Actions from fninety days to forty-five days.
The Mareh 1975 anneuneemment abeut sheriening the
release lag time noted that“in the light of experienes,
the Commitiee deeided that a delay as leng as 90 days
was ne lenger neeessary te aveld an wnaccepiable
d@%f_ee of risk that speeulators weuld be able 18 fake
HRTF ﬁé\lﬁﬁtﬁge gf the infermatien eF that market
feaetions weul 1mpaif the effsstivensss of the €8m-
fittee’s funetisns.”

1976—Hadlibier Relkasse of Lengihkradd Record
of Policyy Aktiions

In May 1976, the Committee announced that an
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expanded version of the Record of Policy Actions for

decided on a regular schedule of releasing them after about five years [endofr@QGH meeting would be released a few days after the



subsequent meeting. Because the Committee was
meeting monthly at that point, the lag shortened to an
average of just over thirty days. The expanded docu-
ment, which was approximately doubled in length,
included a fuller discussion of economic and finan-
cial developments and more information on mem-
bers’ views on current and longer-run policy issues.
At the same time, the Committee decided that contin-
ued production of the Memorandum of Discussion
was no longer merited.

1993—Qombibatioion of the Rewared of
Poliayy Actitrss and] Mimitess of Akciions

Congressional interest in FOMC information dis-
closure picked up substantially in the early 1990s. To
dispel some confusion that arose in the midst of
discussions with the Congress about information
release and to simplify its procedutes, the Committee
decided to combine the content of the Record of
Policy Actions and that of the Minutes of Action into
a single documment called the “Minutes of the FOMC
Mesting.” Alse, the Commmiitee agreed t6 construct
lightly edited transeripis of its previeus meetings
frem unediied transeripts dating back te 1976, whieh
weuld be released te the public with a lag ef abeut
five years: In early 1995, the Committee decided to
follow the same publication practice for future tran-
scripts as well.

2004 —RRasese of the Minutess dafter
Three Waeks

In December 2004, the Committee announced that it
would expedite the release of the minutes of its
meetings to three weeks after each meeting, a reduc-
tion of between two and five weeks in the lag (the
previous release schedule had depended on the tim-
ing of the subsequent meeting, which could vary by
several weeks). In support of this decision, partici=
pants at that FOMC reeting noted that the minutes
contained a mere complete and mere nuaneed expla-

nation of the reasons for the Committee’s decisions
and views of the risks to the outlook than was pos-
sible to include in the post-meeting announcement.
They also noted that the earlier release would help
markets interpret economic developments and predict
the course of interest rates and that the minutes would
provide a more up-to-date context for public remarks
by individual pelicymakers. Seme concern was
expressed, however, that the financial markets eould
fnisinterpret the minuies and that the spester ef eatly
felease eould sither impair the discussien at FOMC
fRestings ef lead 0 less-eomprenensive, and thers-
fere 1egs-useful, minuies over time. OR balanes, the
Committee viewed the pluses as euiweighing the
finuses and deeided unanimeusly 8 expedite the
felease of the minutes:

CONEBNT.

The FOMC expressed its views on the content of the
minutes years ago when it said that the document
“contains a full and accurate report of all matters of
policy discussed and views presented, clearly sets
forth all policy actions taken by the FOMC and the
reasons therefor, and includes the votes by individual
members on each policy action.” In practice, this
means that the minutes cover all policy-related topics
that receive a significant amount of attention at the
meeting and they record the policy decisions and the
reasoning supporting those decisions. All policy votes
are recorded. If there is a dissent, the reason for the
dissent as expressed at the meeting is included in the
minutes. All attendees at the meeting are named and
identified by title and affiliation. Because the objec-
tive of the minutes is to provide a fair, aceurate, and
complete record of the FOMC meeting, ealy inferma-
tien that was available at the time of the mesting
is _f@_ﬂ@éié& in the eentent of the minutes, aﬁd enly
6pifions that were Q_%Bf§§§§€_l at the mesting are
iﬁ@lﬁﬂ@ﬁ: Subseguent iﬂf@ffﬂﬁﬂ@ﬁ:w@h as @ market
reaetien to the posi-mesting statement, Hew &e8:-
femic data, or any netatien vetss eF wnseheduled
FOMe meetings that might eeeur Before the publi-
cation daie of fhe minyies—weould et Be included
1A the mingies for that fHEEHH%;’ it would Be reflecied
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on the Friday after the next meeting. They continued to be released on
that schedule until early 1997, when the release was shifted to the
Thursday after the next meeting.[endoffootnote.]

fegting:
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regularly scheduled meetings each year, the lag on releasing the policy
record lengthened concomitantly: “A few days after the subsequent
meeting’ came to mean a publication date that was once again about
forty-five days, on average, after the meeting.[endoffootnote.]
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is available in the Fedéral! Resermee Regulétovyy Sewvidez, vol. 4, loc.
no. 8-830. That statement referred specifically to the Record of Policy
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minutes.[endoffootnote.]



Comentivoss of Lmengeage

The minutes try to convey clearly the content of the
meeting through commonly used language. At times,
the minutes use specific terms in the interest of
precision. For example, the minutes distinguish
among the terms ‘members,” ‘‘mheeting partici-
pants,” and “staff.” “Members” refers only to the
twelve membets of the FOMC—namely, the indi=
viduals eligible to vote at that meeting—whereas
“fheeting participants” includes both the mermbers
and the seven nenveting Reserve Bank presidents
(of these atiending in their stead). The views ef all
fResting partieipants are ineluded in the diseussion ef
eurrent ecenemie eenditiens and the eutleek. When
it eemes {6 the deseription of the peliey discyssion
(usually the final few Eﬁafagfﬁ?hé gf the minutes),
Rewever, the views of ihe fwelve members are fhe
foeus: This focus refiscts the intention of this section,
whieh is 18 ?_fBVlH% he speeific reasens Hﬁééﬂ%ﬂﬁg
the %BllEyf action decided 4pon By these vetng af the
MEEHAS:” Eommenis By OHier MeEstng ParHeipanis
{Ha%, BE mentisned B? WQ[YJ oF Backoraund 1A IS
SEEHBA ?&ﬂ& it I8 felt that they rovide {mporant
g 1H ISEHSSIB

Eontext 1aF the palle . BHE SHER SOMMERES
W8HF nat Be Q{?H é 8 H}%%&&

To give an indication of how widely expressed
a particular view is at a meeting, the minutes
use common quantitative wording: “all,” “most,”
“mmany,” ‘“several,” “few,” or “one,” in descending
order. Often, other similar words are used for stylistic
purposes, and care should be used by readers to avoid
over-interpreting specific wording. Moreoves, track-
ing expressions of support for particular viewpoints
in the pive-and-take of a meeting tends to be an
impreeise scienee. For example, a meeting partici-
pant speaking relatively late in a meeting may ehoese
Aot 10 repeat views expressed earlier by oihers, of
speakers may alter e amend their views in the eurse
of the mesting. Therefers, these guantitative werds
sheuld Be read as indieative rather than defipitive.

Docureatnr Sétructure

The minutes follow a structure that is fairly consis-
tent from one meeting to the next. The initial section
includes a list of attendees and any noteworthy orga-
nizational or procedural items. For the FOMC'’s
annual organizational meeting, this initial section is
appreciably longer because it also includes the elec-
tion of Commmittee officers and the approval of vari-
ous Committee documents.

The second section of the minutes follows a more-
or-less standard format in presenting an overview of

the economic and financial information provided to
the Committee. This section ends with a summary of
the staff forecast at the time of the meeting. In the
case of the two-day meetings, during which the Com-
mittee discusses a special topic, the opening para-
graphs of this section typically summarize the staff
presentation and the Committee discussion of the
special topic.

The third section covers meeting participants’ per-
spectives on current economic developments and the
outlook. The structure of this section is less standard
because it depends upon the focus of the discussion.
Nevertheless, the section typically includes para-
graphs on such topics as business investment, con-
sumer spending, the labor market, the external sector,
and inflation. For the two-day meetings, the third
section tends to be lenger, i part because the minutes
€over participants® projeetions for the econemy:

The fourth section of the minutes focuses directly
on the policy decision. It includes a few paragraphs
covering members’ views on policy and any discus-
sion of the post-meeting statement. It also records the
vote, including the language that the Committee
voted on and the vote of each member by name. The
minutes then conclude with confirmation of the date
for the FOMC'’s next scheduled meeting.

A record of any notation votes that occurred during
the period between regularly scheduled meetings
would be included at the end of the minutes of the
later meeting, as would the minutes of any unsched-
uled FOMC meetings, such as conference calls, that
occurred during that period.

PHROEESSS

The minutes of each FOMC meeting are now pre-
pared on an accelerated timetable in order for the
document to be approved by the Committee and
published on time, twenty-one days after the end of
the meeting. An internal experiment covering most of
the 2004 FOMC meetings preceded the decision
to expedite the release, and that experiment was an
essential element in providing the Committee with
the neeessary confidence that the shortened schedule
eould be met reliably.

Stafff Draft

The minutes are drafted by staff members of the
Board of Governors who attend the FOMC meeting.
But the process of producing the minutes begins even
before the meeting, as the standard staff swmmaries
of the economic and financial situation (for example,



the Greenbook and the Bluebook) prepared for each
meeting become available a few days ahead of the
meeting. A Board staff member uses those summa-
ries, along with the staff presentations prepared for
the FOMC meeting and other input, to draft the
section of the minutes that reviews the information
provided to the Committee. Shortly after the meeting,
a draft of this section is completed, and several senior
staff members review it for aceuracy and pass it oA o
be incorperated with the ether sections:

The writing of the third and fourth sections of the
minutes, which cover the discussion of the economic
outlook and the policy decision, begins as soon as the
meeting ends. Several senior staff members gather
and discuss major themes from the meeting and the
way they will be covered in the minutes. The author
of these sections, an officer from the Board’s Divi=
sien of Menetary Affairs serving on a rotating basis,
begins a draft based initially en netes taken at the
eeting. By the day after the meeting, however, a
rough transeript of the meeting has been prepared,
and the auther typieally relies en the transeript {8
eompleie the drafi: By the end ef the wesk ef the
meeiing, & draft that ineludes all seetiens of the
finutes {8 eifeulated ameng the efficsss in the Bivi-
sien of Monetary Affairs for review.:

Pollayymalsder Review

A series of several rounds of policymaker review of
the draft minutes begins during the week after the

meeting. After the minutes have been reviewed by
the Chairman, the Secretary of the FOMC sends the
draft to the meeting participants for comments late
in the week after the FOMC meeting (typically on
Thursday of that week, or nine days after a Tuesday
meeting). Early in the subsequent week, the Secretary
sends out a revised draft that incorporates input
received from meeting participants. By the end of
the second week after the meeting, a final version
is produced and provided to the Committee for
approval by a notation vote. The notation voting
period lasts about four calendar days and closes at
noon on the day before publication. After the pro-
cesses of preparation and coordination for the release
of the minutes are completed, the approved minutes
are published at 2:00 p.m., twenty-one days after the
policy decision was made.

This shortened schedule for release has required
the Federal Reserve to devote additional resources to
produce the minutes. A wider circle of drafters is
engaged to ensure that the deadline is met, and logis-
tics are closely coordinated to ensure that policy-
makers are available for timely review and approval
of the minutes. The Committee believed that the
costs and risks associated with the new schedule were
outweighed by the benefits of additional poliey trans-
pareney and openness. As such, the earlier release of
the minutes was viewed as consistent with the evelu-
tien of the FOMC's communieation strategy over the
years.



