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Fed Delays Interest-Rate Liftoff 
Officials still expect to move this year, but express concerns about global tumult 

By JON HILSENRATH 

Updated Sept. 17, 2015 11:09 p.m. ET 

 

The Federal Reserve left short-term interest rates unchanged after weeks of market- 

churning debate, putting off a historic move to end an era of ultra-cheap credit amid worries 

about weak growth overseas. 

 

While central-bank officials don’t believe recent global economic and market turbulence will 

throw the U.S. economy off track, they want to be sure before they push rates higher. 

 

“In light of the developments that we have seen and the impacts on financial markets, we want to 

take a little bit more time to evaluate the likely impacts on the United States,” Fed Chairwoman 

Janet Yellen said Thursday at a press conference following a two-day policy meeting. 

The decision left uncertain for a while longer just when the Fed would raise its benchmark rate, 

which has been near zero since December 2008. Most of the policy makers at the meeting, 13 of 

17, indicated they still expect to move this year, but that was down from the 15 who held that view 

in June. The central bank has two more scheduled policy meetings this year, in late October and 

mid-December. 

 

U.S. stock markets gyrated after the Fed announcement. The Dow Jones Industrial Average 

ended down 65.21 points, or 0.4%, to 16674.74. Meanwhile, the yield on two- year Treasury 

notes, which in part reflects market expectations of rate movements in the medium-term, posted 

its largest single-day decline since late December 2010. 

 

The decision to leave rates unchanged, after months of discussion about raising them, reflected in 

part Ms. Yellen’s cautious nature as an individual and leader. 

 

The Fed cut its benchmark interest rate—called the federal funds rate—to near zero in 

December 2008, three months after the collapse of Lehman Brothers and ensuing financial 

chaos. It has kept the rate there ever since, an effort to encourage borrowing, spending and 

investing to boost economic growth more broadly. 

 
Low rates have spurred a boom in auto sales and upturns in some financial sectors, like commercial real 

estate, but not broad economic vigor. They have also been accompanied by a steady drop in the official 

unemployment rate from 10% in 2009 to 5.1% in August. 

 

Many officials, including Ms. Yellen, believe the drop in the jobless rate indicates that slack in the 

economy is gradually getting eaten up and will eventually lead to a pickup in inflation. The Fed’s 

preferred measure of inflation has run below its 2% objective for more than three years and the 

Fed reiterated Thursday that it doesn’t want to start raising rates until officials are more confident 

inflation will rise toward that target. 
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Ms. Yellen emphasized, and Fed officials’ forecasts underscored, that policy makers still expect to 

raise the short-term interest rate—which is a rate banks charge each other on overnight loans—

before year-end. 

 

Fed officials have several worries at the moment. Growth in China has slowed and might be on a 

softer path than expected. Ms. Yellen appeared to let slip an unusual knock on how Chinese 

officials are handling the slowdown in the world’s second largest economy. 

 

“Developments that we saw in financial markets in August, in part, reflected concerns that 

there was downside risk to Chinese economic performance and perhaps concerns about the 

deftness in which policy makers were addressing those concerns,” she said. 

 

“Recent global economic and financial developments may restrain economic activity somewhat 

and are likely to put further downward pressure on inflation in the near- term,” the Fed said in 

the official policy statement released by the central bank after the meeting. It added that it was 

“monitoring developments abroad,” a signal of the Fed’s heightened state of worry that slow 

growth outside the U.S. could hurt the American economy. 

 

 
—Nick Timiraos and Ben Leubsdorf contributed to this article. 

 

 


