
BANK UNDERGROUND: Sens i t i v i t y Gu ide l ines 

This n o t e f leshes o u t t he pr inc ip les o f sens i t iv i ty gu ide l ines. 

• A break with the past 

Bank Underground is a n e w in i t ia t ive des igned t o i m p r o v e the Bank's openness and accountab i l i t y . 

The b log w i l l represent s ta f f r a the r t h a n of f ic ia l v i ews . As a resu l t i t w i l l be m o r e o p i n i o n a t e d , m o r e 

cha l leng ing and m o r e con t rovers ia l t h a n o t h e r {and prev ious) Bank c o m m u n i c a t i o n s . There fo re o u r 

app roach t o sensi t iv i ty issues w i l l be d is t inc t f r o m past p receden ts , o r o t h e r pub l ica t ions . 

• Distinguish between sensitivity and controversy 

Controversy means t h a t b log ar t ic les may chal lenge received w i s d o m , d isagree w i t h cer ta in o the rs ' 

w o r k , p resen t n e w ev idence, d i f f e r f r o m the of f ic ia l Bank v i e w and p rovoke ex te rna l deba te . In 

genera l these shou ld be w e l c o m e and encouraged as signs o f t h e b log ach iev ing its goals. They are 

n o t g rounds f o r re -d ra f t i ng o r b lock ing an ar t ic le . 

Sensitivity by cont ras t , refers t o s o m e t h i n g w h i c h goes beyond mere ly d isagreeing w i t h o the rs and 

cou ld create legal risk o r c o m p r o m i s e t h e Bank's s ta tu to r y responsib i l i t ies . E.g. m i g h t u n d e r m i n e t he 

Bank's i ndependence , breach con f i den t i a l i t y laws, d i rec t l y t h r e a t e n f inancia l s tab i l i ty , impa i r ou r 

ab i l i ty t o superv ise f i rms o r d i rec t l y u n d e r m i n e con f idence in t he Bank. These are g rounds w h i c h 

shou ld in f luence ed i to r ia l po l icy . 

• Risk appetite 

Bank Underground can on ly ach ieve its goals i f t he re is s o m e risk appe t i t e f r o m t h e Bank. Given t h e 

na tu re o f t he p roduc t , t h e ed i to r ia l boa rd canno t guaran tee no med ia fuss w i l l eve r ensue a b o u t any 

ar t ic le . The b log w i l l be clear ly badged as a s ta f f pub l i ca t i on , and carry a d isc la imer s ta t ing : "Bank 

Underground is a blog for Bank of England staff to share views that challenge - or support -

prevailing policy orthodoxies. The views expressed here are those ofthe authors, and are not 

necessarily those ofthe Bank of England, or its policy committees". 

The b rand ing and c o m m s s t ra tegy shou ld he lp ensure t h a t art ic les are n o t m is - repo r ted as t he 

Bank's o f f ic ia l v i e w . Toge the r w i t h t he Commun ica t i ons D i rec to ra te w e are deve lop ing a s t ra tegy t o 

he lp p reven t th is . Over t i m e , th is r isk can be f u r t h e r reduced by t h e b log establ ish ing a r epu ta t i on 

f o r pub l ish ing d iverse, op i n i ona ted and cha l leng ing pieces. 

The sensi t iv i ty process shou ld n o t a im t o c o m p l e t e l y e l im ina te t h e possibi l i ty o f any 

m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . A be t t e r yards t ick f o r ed i to rs is t o cons ider w h a t a reasonable i n t e r p r e t a t i o n (or 

range o f i n te rp re ta t i ons ) o f an ar t ic le w o u l d be , ra the r t h a n t h e mos t e x t r e m e , m o s t host i le o r w o r s t 

conce ivab le reac t ion . 

External cr i t ic ism o f t h e a r g u m e n t s ra ised in t h e b log goes w i t h t h e t e r r i t o r y . The po ten t i a l f o r 

ex te rna l d i sag reement , and any associated cr i t i c ism o f t h e Bank as a resu l t o f analy t ica l 

d i sag reemen t is n o t a reason t o e d i t ar t ic les o n sensi t iv i ty g rounds . 

• Red lines 



Our concep t o f sens i t iv i ty issues is organ ised a r o u n d six key " r e d l ines" and o n e area f o r he igh tened 

sc ru t iny : 

i) Highly political: Ar t ic les o n l ive pol i t ica l issues, such as Scot t ish i ndependence o r Brexi t , o r o f a 

c lear ly pa r t y pol i t ica l n a t u r e . But mate r ia l o n re la ted issues (e.g. oi l pr ices w h i c h w e r e an issue in 

t h e Scot t ish r e f e r e n d u m ) is f i ne , so long as i t doesn ' t re fe rence the sensi t ive issue. 

ii) Confidential/Market sensitive information: Ar t ic les canno t disclose i n f o r m a t i o n w h i c h t h e Bank is 

f o r b i d d e n f r o m mak ing publ ic o r is highly m a r k e t sens i t ive . But in m a n y cases data can be 

aggregated o r anonymised t o ensure th is pr inc ip le is n o t t ransgressed. For examp le , r epo r t i ng 

regress ion resul ts based on an under l y ing da tase t w h i c h is con f iden t ia l w o u l d be f i ne . 

iii) Directly commenting on individual institutions: A n ar t ic le w h i c h is en t i re l y focussed a round a 

single f i r m is n o t app rop r i a te , unless t he even t t o o k place a long t i m e ago and t he re is no risk o f any 

c o n t i n u i n g legal risk (e.g. discussing t h e Barings crisis o f t h e 1890s is f i ne , act ions a r o u n d BCCI o r 

N o r t h e r n Rock are no t ) . 

iv) Contradicting the Bank's position in open international or domestic negotiations: Speci f ic i ty w i l l 

be key here - ar t ic les w h i c h address a par t i cu la r l ive p roposa l o r recent ly agreed rule w i l l n o t be 

a p p r o p r i a t e . But a piece look ing at genera l t op i c (e.g. " h o w t o measure t o o big t o fa i l " ) is f i ne , 

p rov ided i t steers clear o f t h e nu ts and bo l ts o f w h a t is be ing discussed in a par t i cu la r set o f 

nego t ia t i ons . T im ing is o f t e n key here - sh i f t ing pub l i ca t ion t o b e f o r e / a f t e r cr i t ical po in ts in t h e 

nego t ia t i ons may be a good so lu t i on . 

v) Commenting on matters which the Bank has put out to an open legal consultation: Ar t ic les shou ld 

re f ra in f r o m d i rec t ly ta lk ing a b o u t a specif ic ongo ing o r recen t legal consu l ta t i on . Aga in , speci f ic i ty is 

an i m p o r t a n t t o o l t o i n t e rp re t th is c r i t e r i on . For examp le , t h e Bank issued a consu l ta t ion paper on 

t h e leverage ra t io in s u m m e r 2014 . Simply m e n t i o n i n g " l eve rage" o r " leverage ra t i o " w o u l d n o t be 

su f f i c ien t g rounds t o s top an ar t ic le , b u t pieces w h i c h had a c lear and d i rec t imp l i ca t i on f o r any o f 

t h e speci f ic ques t ions con ta ined at t h e end o f t he paper w o u l d n o t be app rop r i a te . In a d d i t i o n , 

ar t ic les shou ld shy away f r o m c r i t i qu ing specif ic analysis t h a t t he Bank has used t o s u p p o r t t he 

recen t design o r i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f pol icy. 

v i ) Creating material confusion about the Bank's policy or very direct and pointed criticism of specific 

policies ofthe Bank, other policy institutions or governments: In genera l t he re is no p roh ib i t i on on 

r e c o m m e n d i n g a par t i cu la r se t t i ng o r pa th f o r one o f t he Bank's pol icy i ns t rumen ts . The same 

appl ies i f t h e i n s t r u m e n t is set by a n o t h e r body (e.g. UK g o v e r n m e n t , f o re ign cent ra l banks / 

g o v e r n m e n t s , t h e EU, t h e IMF etc . ) , sub jec t t o n o t crossing red l ine ( i) . But g rea te r scru t iny w i l l be 

app l ied t o such ar t ic les b o t h in re la t ion t o t h e t o n e o f language used and w h e t h e r t h e y risk c rea t ing 

ma te r i a l con fus ion in marke ts o r a m o n g regu la ted ins t i tu t ions . For examp le : 

o Ar t ic les shou ld avo id mak ing s ta temen ts t h a t cou ld be i n t e r p r e t e d as re fu t i ng recen t and 

p lanned superv isory gu idance / c o m m u n i c a t i o n s t o reduce uncer ta in t ies a b o u t h o w the PRA 

expects f i rms t o sat isfy regu la to ry r e q u i r e m e n t s and comp ly w i t h au tho r i za t i on s tandards ; 

ar t ic les t h a t discuss t h e e f fec ts o f d isc re t ion a f f o rded f i rms in h o w they m e e t such rules o r 

t h e in f luence o f regu la to ry uncer ta in ty o n , f o r ins tance, f i rms ' risk m a n a g e m e n t pract ices 

w o u l d be a p p r o p r i a t e b u t a p iece d iscourag ing a speci f ic , permiss ib le approach may n o t be ; 



o It may be i napp rop r i a te t o c o m m e n t d i rec t ly o n MPC o r FPC pol ic ies ve ry close t o actual 

decis ions i f t h e r e is a risk o f con fus ing marke t s ; 

o Ar t ic les c o m m e n t i n g on f iscal o r o t h e r UK g o v e r n m e n t pol ic ies are acceptab le , sub jec t t o n o t 

crossing red l ine (i), b u t should be w o r d e d carefu l ly and app rop r ia te l y (see next sec t ion) . 

o Op-ed sty le pieces w h i c h speak d i rec t ly t o live con junc tu ra l o r c u r r e n t discussions a b o u t 

specif ic Bank pol icy set t ings are unl ike ly t o be acceptab le ; pieces w h i c h have st rategic 

imp l i ca t ions f o r such pol icy set t ings o n t he basis o f a speci f ic m o d e l o r set o f empi r ica l 

resul ts are m o r e l ikely t o be acceptab le (on t h e la t te r , see f o r examp le t he launch post on 

t h e p robab i l i t y o f de f la t ion ) 

• Draft round issues where possible 

W h e n sensi t iv i ty issues ar ise, t h e f i rs t response shou ld be t o seek ways t o d r a f t a r o u n d t h e issue o r 

res t ruc tu re t h e piece, and t o cons ider w h e t h e r re - t im ing pub l i ca t ion can solve t he p r o b l e m . Ar t ic les 

shou ld on ly be pu l led w h e n t h e r e is no real ist ic p rospec t o f re -d ra f t i ng t h e ar t ic le app rop r ia te l y . 

In s o m e cases, th is may be as s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d as cu t t i ng o u t an o f f e n d i n g sen tence- i f t h e or ig inal 

e c o n o m i c analysis is st i l l comprehens ib le and t h e f l o w o f t h e ar t ic le is u n t r o u b l e d by remov ing i t . 

For examp le , an ar t ic le w h i c h ta lks in genera ! t e rms , bu t t h e n conta ins a sentence l ike "A classic 

example of such a policy mistake might be last week's ECB decision" can be r e m e d i e d in th is way . 

A l te rna t i ve l y , changing t h e con tex t o r genera l i t y o f a s t a t e m e n t may be su f f i c ien t . 

Some t imes , emphas is ing t h e cond i t i ona l i t y can achieve a s imi lar resul t , e.g . "This model would 

suggest that tighter macro-pru was appropriate pre-crisis" vs "Clearly macro-pru poiicy was not tight 

enough". 

In genera l , ed i to rs and au tho rs shou ld avo id inser t ing leng thy caveats and d isc la imers, e.g. "This 

point is highly debatable and our analysis is very stylised and therefore shouldn't be interpreted as a 

criticism of the SNB's decision to abandon the peg last week". They t e n d t o backf i re and also ru in 

t h e f l o w o f t he t ex t . 

Since sens i t iv i ty is o f t e n re la ted t o an issue, ed i to rs shou ld be caut ious abou t dea l ing w i t h i t by 

s imp ly so f ten ing w o r d s . 

How it works at peer institutions 

Both t he N e w York and San Francisco Feds have run s imi lar in i t ia t ives. They t o o d is t ingu ish b e t w e e n 

"sens i t i v i t y " and " c o n t r o v e r s y " , and a im t o have a "h igh ba r " f o r s topp ing an ar t ic le go ing o u t . 

Conversat ions w i t h s ta f f a t b o t h ins t i t u t i ons revea led t h a t t hey had e n c o u n t e r e d on ly a hand fu l o f 

instances o f un favou rab le o r mis lead ing med ia coverage. A n d b o t h ins t i tu t ions said t h e i r series had 

been a g rea t success and s t rong ly encou raged us t o go f o r w a r d w i t h t h e series. 

Tha t sa id, t he Bank ope ra tes across a w i d e r s p e c t r u m o f pol icy act iv i t ies t han regional Feds d o , so w e 

w i l l be dea l ing w i t h top ics and issues (e.g. regu la t ion o f i ns t i t u t i ons , t he i n te rna t iona l f inanc ia l 



sys tem) w h i c h are n o t covered by t h e i r s ta f f pub l ica t ions and the i r series are m o r e d i rec t ly l inked t o 

research. 

• Implementing these guidelines 

Once agreed , sensi t iv i ty gu ide l ines w i l l be t h e basis f o r EB decis ions o n s igning o f f art ic les f o r 

pub l i ca t i on . T w o ed i to rs w i l l lead o f f on each ar t ic le in t h e boa rd m e e t i n g - o n e f r o m the au tho r ' s 

area w i t h i n t h e Bank ( the ' H o m e Edi tor ' ) and t h e o t h e r f r o m e lsewhere ( the 'Away ed i t o r ' ) , p rov id ing 

a s u m m a r y , c o m m e n t s on su i tab i l i t y f o r pub l i ca t ion and a r e c o m m e n d a t i o n t o t he EB. But s igning 

o f f w i l l t ake place unde r co l lect ive responsib i l i ty o f t h e en t i re EB. 

If an ar t ic le is re jec ted , o r changes are requ i red by t he EB, au thors can expec t clear and specif ic 

gu idance , re fe renc ing w h i c h o f t h e red l ines has been t ransgressed; and cons t ruc t i ve 

commen ts / sugges t i ons on h o w t h e piece cou ld be a m e n d e d t o m e e t t h e sensi t iv i ty gu ide l ines. 


