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1 Introduction

The recent financial crisis has sparked an interest in the accurate measurement
of financial shocks to the real economy. An important lesson of recent events
is that financial developments, not necessarily driven by monetary policy actions
or fundamentals, may have a strong impact on the economy. The need for
policy-makers to closely monitor financial conditions is clear. In response to this
need, a recent literature has developed several empirical econometric methods for
constructing financial conditions indexes (FCIs). These indexes contain information
from many financial variables, and the aim is for policy-makers to use them
to provide early warning of future financial crises. As a result, many financial
institutions (e.g. Goldman Sachs, Deutsche Bank and Bloomberg) and policy-
makers (e.g. the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City) produce closely-watched
FCIs. Estimation of such FCIs ranges from using simple weighted averages
of financial variables through more sophisticated econometric techniques. An
important recent contribution is Hatzius, Hooper, Mishkin, Schoenholtz and Watson
(2010) which surveys and compares a variety of different approaches. The FCI
these authors propose is based on simple principal components analysis of a very
large number of quarterly financial variables. Other recent notable studies in this
literature include English, Tsatsaronis and Zoli (2005), Balakrishnan, Danninger,
Elekdag and Tytell (2008), Beaton, Lalonde and Luu (2009), Brave and Butters
(2011), Gomez, Murcia and Zamudio (2011) and Matheson (2011).

In this paper our goal is to accurately monitoring financial conditions through
a single latent (unobserved) FCI. We argue that the construction and use of an
FCI involves three issues: i) selection of financial variables to enter into the FCI,
ii) the weights used to average these financial variables into an index and iii) the
relationship between the FCI and the macroeconomy. There is good reason for
thinking all of these may be changing over time. Indeed, Hatzius et al (2010)
discuss at length why such change might be occurring and document statistical
instability in their results. For instance, the role of the sub-prime housing market in
the financial crisis provides a clear reason for the increasing importance of variables
reflecting the housing market in an FCI. A myriad of other changes may also impact
on the way an FCI is constructed, including the change in structure of the financial
industry (e.g. the growth of the shadow banking system), changes in the response
of financial variables to changes in monetary policy (e.g. monetary policy works
differently with interest rates near the zero bound), the changing impact of financial
variables on real activity (e.g. the role of financial variables in the recent recession
is commonly considered to have been larger than in other recessions) and several
other examples.

Despite such concerns about time-variation, the existing literature does little to
statistically model it. Constant coefficient models are used with, at most, rolling
methods to account for time-variation. Furthermore, many FCI’s are estimated ex
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post, using the entire data set. So, for instance, at the time of the financial crisis,
some FCIs will be based on financial variables which are selected after observing
the financial crisis and the econometric model will be estimated using financial
crisis data. The major empirical contribution of the present paper is to develop
an econometric approach which allows for different financial variables to affect
estimation of the FCI, with varying (or zero, when not selected) weight each. That
way, we develop an econometric tool that explicitly takes into account the fact that
each financial crisis has different causes, and is transmitted to the real economy
with varying intensity.

Following a common practice in constructing indexes, we use factor methods.
To be precise, we use Factor-augmented VARs (FAVARs) which jointly model a
large number of financial variables (used to construct the latent FCI) with key
macroeconomic variables. Following the recent trend in macroeconomic modelling
using VARs and FAVARs (Primiceri, 2005; Korobilis, 2013) we work with time-
varying parameter FAVARs (TVP-FAVARs) which allow coefficients and loadings to
change in each period. Additionally, we work with a large set of (TVP-) FAVARs that
differ in which financial variables are included in the estimation of the FCI. Faced
with a large model space and the desire to allow for model change, we follow Koop
and Korobilis (2012) and use efficient methods for Dynamic Model Selection (DMS)
and Dynamic Model Averaging (DMA). These methods forecast at each point in time
with a single optimal model (DMS), or reduce the expected risk of the final forecast
by averaging over all possible model specifications (DMA). We implement model
selection or model averaging in a dynamic manner. That is, DMS chooses different
financial variables to make up the FCI at different points in time. DMA constructs
an FCI by averaging over many individual FCIs constructed using different financial
variables. The weights in this average vary over time.

From an econometrician’s point of view, there is also growing theoretical
evidence in favor of our modelling strategy. Boivin and Ng (2006) show that using
all available data to extract factors (the FCI in our case) is not always optimal in
factor analysis, thus providing support for implementing DMA/DMS to construct
our FCI. Additionally, there is much econometric evidence in favor of structural
instabilities in the coefficients or loadings of macroeconomic and financial factor
models; see, among others, Banerjee, Marcellino and Masten (2006) and Bates,
Plagborg-Møller, Stock and Watson (2013).

Econometric methods for estimating FAVARs and TVP-FAVARs are well-established;
see, e.g., Bernanke, Boivin and Eliasz (2005), and Korobilis (2013). However,
typical likelihood-based estimation techniques used in the literature (e.g. Bayesian
methods using Markov chain Monte Carlo algorithms) rely on simulation algo-
rithms or complex numerical methods, all of which are computationally extremely
demanding in high dimensions. With our large model space, and our wish
to implement recursive forecasting, it is computationally infeasible to use such
methods. Therefore, our major econometric contribution in this paper lies in the
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development of fast estimation methods which are based on the Kalman filter and
smoother and are simulation-free. When dealing with the FAVAR with constant
parameters, our algorithm collapses to the two-step estimator for dynamic factor
models of Doz, Giannone and Reichlin (2011). In the case of estimating models
with time-varying parameters and stochastic volatility (TVP-FAVARs), our algorithm
provides an extension of Doz, Giannone and Reichlin (2011).

Our results indicate that financial variables do have predictive power for
measures of output growth (GDP and unemployment). Additionally, time variation
in the parameters is extremely important for providing accurate short-run forecasts.
Finally, model averaging and/or selection also result in improvement of forecast
accuracy over using a single model with all the available financial variables. In
the remainder of the paper we examine all these issues in depth, and we provide
evidence by using different forecast metrics and by conducting several robustness
checks.

In particular, in the next Section we introduce formally our modeling framework
and sketch the features of our novel estimation algorithm (complete details are
provided in the Technical Appendix), plus we describe how we implement DMA
or DMS methods in the face of the large number of models we work with. In
Section 3 we present our data, estimates of different FCIs, and results of a recursive
forecasting exercise which is the main tool for evaluating the conditions under
which we can obtain an optimal FCI. Section 4 concludes the paper.

2 Factor Augmented VARs with Structural Instabili-
ties

2.1 The TVP-FAVAR Model and its Variants

Let xt (for t = 1, ..., T ) be an n × 1 vector of financial variables to be used in
constructing the FCI. Let yt be an s×1 vector of macroeconomic variables of interest.
In our empirical work yt = (πt, gt, ut,mt, rt)

′ where πt is the CPI inflation rate, gt is
the growth rate of GDP, ut is the unemployment rate, mt is the growth rate of money
supply, and rt is the interest rate1. The p-lag TVP-FAVAR takes the form

xt = λyt yt + λft ft + ut[
yt
ft

]
= ct +Bt,1

[
yt−1
ft−1

]
+ ...+Bt,p

[
yt−p
ft−p

]
+ εt

, (1)

1Note that throughout this paper past data up to time t will be denoted by 1 : t subscripts, e.g.,
Data1:t = (Data1, .., Datat). Estimates of time varying parameters or latent states can be made
using data available at time t − 1 (filtering), or time t (updating) or time T (smoothing). We
use subscript notation for this such that at|τ is an estimate (or posterior moment) of time-varying
parameter at using data available through period τ .
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where λyt are regression coefficients, λft are factor loadings, ft is the latent factor
which we interpret as the FCI, ct is the intercept and (Bt,1, ..., Bt,p) are VAR
coefficients. ut and εt are zero-mean Gaussian disturbances with time-varying
covariances Vt and Qt, respectively. We adapt the common identifying assumption
in the factor literature that Vt is diagonal, thus ensuring that ut is a vector of
idiosyncratic shocks and ft contains information common to the financial variables.
This model is very flexible since it allows all parameters to take a different value at
each time t. Such an assumption is important since there is good reason to believe
that there is time variation in the loadings and covariances of factor models which
use both financial and macroeconomic data (see Banerjee, Marcellino and Masten,
2006). For recent discussions about the implication of the presence of structural
breaks in factor loadings, the reader is referred to Breitung and Eickmeier (2011)
and Bates, Plagborg-Møller, Stock and Watson (2013).

Following the influential work of Bernanke, Boivin and Eliasz (2005) our factor
model in (1) consists of two sub-equations: one equation which allows us to extract
the latent financial conditions index (FCI) from financial variables xt; and one
equation which allows to model the dynamic interactions of the FCI with macro-
economic variables yt. This econometric specification is important for two reasons.
First, unlike Stock and Watson (2002) who extract a factor and then use it in a
separate univariate forecasting regression, we use a multivariate system to forecast
macroeconomic variables using the FCI. Thus, we jointly model all the variables in
the system which should allow us to better characterize their co-movements and
interdependence Second, following the recommendations of Hatzius et al. (2010),
we are able to purge from the FCI the effect of macroeconomic conditions. Thus, the
final estimated FCI reflects information solely associated with the financial sector.

In order to complete our model, we need to define how the time varying
parameters evolve. While the specification of all time-varying covariances is
discussed in the following subsection, we define here the vectors of loadings

λt =

(
(λyt )

′ ,
(
λft

)′)′
and VAR coefficients βt =

(
c′t, vec (Bt,p)

′ , ..., vec (Bt,p)
′)′ to

evolve as multivariate random walks of the form

λt = λt−1 + vt,
βt = βt−1 + ηt,

(2)

where vt ∼ N (0,Wt) and ηt ∼ N (0, Rt). Finally, all disturbance terms presented in
the equations above are uncorrelated over time and with each other.

We call the full model described in equations (1) and (2) the TVP-FAVAR. We
also consider several restrictions on the TVP-FAVAR which result in other popular
multivariate models:

1. Factor-augmented time-varying parameter VAR (FA-TVP-VAR): This specifica-
tion is obtained from the TVP-FAVAR model under the restriction that the
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loadings are constant (Wt = 0 for all t, in which case λt = λ0). In this case
the first equation in (1) describes a typical factor model, while the second
equation is a TVP-VAR augmented with the FCI.

2. Factor-augmented VAR (FAVAR): This model is obtained from the TVP-FAVAR
under the restriction that both λt and βt are time-invariant (Wt = Rt = 0).

3. Time-varying parameter VAR (TVP-VAR): This model can be obtained from
the TVP-FAVAR under the restriction that the number of factors is zero (i.e.
ft = 0).

4. VAR: This model is obtained when the number of factors is zero and both λt
and βt are constant over time.

Note that all of the specifications above have heteroskedastic covariances Vt and
Qt. We have also worked with homoskedastic versions of the above models (i.e.
where Vt and Qt are constant over time). However, in line with the recent VAR
literature (e.g. Clark, 2009), we have found that homoskedastic models are always
dominated in forecasting by their heteroskedastic counterparts. Consequently, all
the results presented in this paper use heteroskedastic models.

2.2 Estimation of a Single TVP-FAVAR

Bayesian estimation of FAVARs (as well as VARs) with time-varying parameters
is typically implemented using Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) methods,
which sample from the very complex (nonlinear) and multivariate joint posterior
density of the factor ft and the remaining model parameters; see, e.g., Primiceri
(2005), or Del Negro and Otrok (2008). Such Bayesian simulation methods are
computationally expensive even in the case of estimating a single TVP-FAVAR.
When faced with multiple TVP-FAVARs and when doing recursive forecasting (which
requires repeatedly doing MCMC on an expanding window of data), the use of
MCMC methods is prohibitive.2

In this paper, we use a fast two-step estimation algorithm which vastly reduces
the computational burden, and greatly simplifies the estimation of the FCI.
Following Koop and Korobilis (2013) we combine the ideas of variance discounting
methods with the Kalman filter in order to obtain analytical results for the posteriors
of the state variable (ft) as well as the time-varying parameters θt = (λt, βt).
To motivate our methods, note first that, as long as both the factor, ft, and the

2To provide the reader with an idea of approximate computer time, consider the three variable
TVP-VAR of Primiceri (2005). Taking 10,000 MCMC draws (which may not be enough to ensure
convergence of the algorithm) takes approximately 1 hour on a good personal computer. Thus,
forecasting at 100 points in time takes roughly 100 hours. These numbers hold for a single small
TVP-VAR, and would be much infeasible for the millions of larger TVP-FAVARs we estimate in this
paper.
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loadings parameters, λt, in the measurement equation are unobserved, application
of the typical Kalman filter recursions for state-space models is not possible.
Therefore, we adapt ideas from Doz, Giannone and Reichlin (2011) and the state-
space literature (Nelson and Stear, 1976) and develop a dual, conditionally linear
filtering/smoothing algorithm which allows us to estimate the unobserved state ft
and the parameters θt = (λt, βt) in a fraction of a second.

The idea of using a dual linear Kalman filter is very simple: first update the
parameters θt given an estimate of ft, and subsequently update the factor ft given
the estimate of θt. Such conditioning allows us to use two distinct linear Kalman
filters or smoothers,3 one for θt and one for ft. The main approximation involved
is that f̃t, the principal components estimate of ft based on x1:t, is used in the
estimation of θt. Such an approach will work best if the principal component(s)
provide a good approximation of the factor(s) coming from a FAVAR with structural
instabilities. A theoretical proof that this is the case is not available for our
flexible and highly nonlinear specification. However, given the recent findings of
Stock and Watson (2009) and Bates, Plagborg-Møller, Stock and Watson (2013),
there is strong empirical evidence to believe that this is the case. In particular
Bates, Plagborg-Møller, Stock and Watson (2013) conduct extensive Monte Carlo
experiments and show that principal components can support large amount of time
variation in the loading coefficients λt.

Error covariance matrices in the multivariate time series models used with
macroeconomic data are usually modeled using multivariate stochastic volatility
models (Primiceri, 2005), estimation of which also requires computationally
intensive methods. In order to avoid this computational burden, we estimate
(Vt, Qt,Wt, Rt) recursively using simulation-free variance matrix discounting meth-
ods (e.g. Quintana and West, 1988). The Technical Appendix provides complete
details. For Vt and Qt we use exponentially weighted moving average (EWMA)
estimators. These depend on decay factors κ1 and κ2, respectively. Such recursive
estimators are trivial computationally. Additionally, the EWMA is an accurate
approximation to an integrated GARCH model. Such a feature is in line with
authors such as Primiceri (2005) and Cogley and Sargent (2005) who, in the
context of macroeconomic VARs, work with integrated stochastic volatility models.
The covariance matrices Wt, Rt are estimated using the forgetting factor methods
described in Koop and Korobilis (2012, 2013)4 which depend on forgetting
factors κ3 and κ4, respectively. Decay and forgetting factors have very similar
interpretations. Lower values of the decay/forgetting factors imply that the more
recent observation t− 1, and its squared residual, take higher weight in estimating

3The other alternative being to use a joint nonlinear filter, e.g. the Unscented Kalman Filter
(UKF) and the Extended Kalman Filter (EKF). We have found such filters to be very unstable given
the dimension of our model, and the relatively few time-series observations.

4An EWMA estimation scheme can also be applied to these matrices, but due to their large
dimension we found better numerical stability and precision when using forgetting factors.
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Vt and Qt compared to older observations. The EWMA method implies that
an effective window of κ1/2 − 1 (κ2/2 − 1) observations is used to estimate Vt
(Qt), while the forgetting factor approach implies that an effective window of
1/ (1− κ3) (1/ (1− κ4)) observations is used to estimate Wt (Rt). The choice of
the decay/forgetting factors can be made based on the expected amount of time-
variation in the parameters.5 Note that the choice κ1 = κ2 = 1 make Vt and Qt

constant, while κ3 = κ4 = 1 imply that Wt = Rt = 0 in which case λt and βt are
constant.

A simplified version of our estimation algorithm is given in the following

Algorithm for estimation of the TVP-FAVAR
1. a) Initialize all parameters, λ0, β0, f0, V0, Q0

b) Obtain the principal components estimates of the factors, f̃t
2. Estimate the time varying parameters θt given f̃t

a) Estimate Vt, Qt, Rt, and Wt using VD
b) Estimate λt and βt, given (Vt, Qt, Rt,Wt), using the KFS

3. Estimate the factors ft given θt using the KFS

where VD stands for “Variance Discounting” and KFS stands for “Kalman filter and
smoother”. The steps above can also be considered to be a generalization of the
estimation steps introduced by Doz et al. (2011) for the estimation of constant
parameter dynamic factor models. In fact, if we fix all time-varying coefficients and
covariances to be constant, our algorithm collapses to the FAVAR equivalent of the
two-step estimation algorithm for dynamic factor models of Doz et. al (2011).

Identification in the FAVAR is achieved in a standard fashion by restricting
Vt to be a diagonal matrix. This restriction ensures that the factors, ft, capture
movements that are common to the financial variables, xt, after removing the effect
of current macroeconomic conditions through inclusion of the λyt yt term. Further
restrictions usually imposed in likelihood-based estimation of factor models, e.g.
normalizing the first element of the loadings matrix to be 1 (Bernanke, Boivin and
Eliasz, 2005) are not needed here since the loadings λt are identified (up to a sign
rotation) from the principal components estimate of the factor.

2.3 Dynamic Model Averaging and Selection with many TVP-
FAVARs

In this paper, we work with Mj, j = 1, .., J , models which differ in the financial
variables which enter the FCI. In other words, a specific model is obtained using

5Choice of forgetting factors is similar in spirit to choice of prior. Empirical macroeconomists
frequently impose subjective priors on the degree of time variation in their parameters; see for
instance the very informative priors used in the TVP-VARs of Primiceri (2005) and Cogley and
Sargent (2005).
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the restriction that a specific combination of financial variables have zero loading
on the factor at time t or, equivalently, that different combinations of columns of xt
are set to zero. Thus, Mj can be written as

x
(j)
t = λyt yt + λft f

(j)
t + ut[

yt
f
(j)
t

]
= ct +Bt,1

[
yt−1
f
(j)
t−1

]
+ ...+Bt,p

[
yt−p
f
(j)
t−p

]
+ εt

, (3)

where x(j)t is a subset of xt, and f
(j)
t is the FCI implied by model Mj. Since xt is of

length n, there is a maximum of 2n−1 combinations6 of financial variables that can
be used to extract the FCI.

When faced with multiple models, it is common to use model selection or model
averaging techniques. However, in the present context we wish such techniques
to be dynamic. That is, in a model selection exercise, we want to allow for the
selected model to change over time, thus doing DMS. In a model averaging exercise,
we want to allow for the weights used in the averaging process to change over
time, thus leading to DMA. In this paper, we do DMA and DMS using an approach
developed in Raftery et al (2010) in an application involving many TVP regression
models. The reader is referred to Raftery et al (2010) for a complete derivation and
motivation of DMA. Here we provide a general description of what it does.

The goal is to calculate πt|t−1,j which is the probability that model j applies
at time t, given information through time t − 1. Once πt|t−1,j for j = 1, .., J are
obtained they can either be used to do model averaging or model selection. DMS
arises if, at each point in time, the model with the highest value for πt|t−1,j is used.
Note that πt|t−1,j will vary over time and, hence, the selected model can switch over
time. DMA arises if model averaging is done in period t using πt|t−1,j for j = 1, .., J
as weights. The contribution of Raftery et al (2010) is to develop a fast recursive
algorithm for calculating πt|t−1,j.

Given an initial condition, π0|0,j for j = 1., , .J , Raftery et al (2010) derive a
model prediction equation using a forgetting factor α:

πt|t−1,j =
παt−1|t−1,j∑J
l=1 π

α
t−1|t−1,l

, (4)

and a model updating equation of:

πt|t,j =
πt|t−1,jfj (Datat|Data1:t−1)∑J
l=1 πt|t−1,lfl (Datat|Data1:t−1)

, (5)

where fj (Datat|Data1:t−1) is a measure of fit for model j. Many possible measures
of fit can be used. Since our focus is on the ability of the FCI to forecast yt, we

6We remove from the model set the model with zero financial variables, i.e. with no FCI extracted.
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set as a measure of fit the predictive likelihood for the macroeconomic variables,
pj (yt|Data1:t−1).

The factor 0 < α ≤ 1 is a forgetting factor which, similar to the decay/forgetting
factors (κ1, κ2, κ3, κ4) used for estimating the error covariance matrices, tunes how
rapidly switches between models should occur. Lower values of α allow for an
increasing switching between the number of variables that enter the FCI each time
period. If α = 0.99, forecast performance five years ago receives 80% as much
weight as forecast performance last period whereas α = 1 leads to conventional
Bayesian model averaging implemented one period at a time on an expanding
window of data.

3 Empirics

3.1 Data and Model Settings

We use 20 financial variables which cover a wide variety of financial considerations
(e.g. asset prices, volatilities, credit, liquidity, etc.). These are gathered from
several sources. All of the variables (i.e. both macroeconomic and financial
variables) are transformed to stationarity following Hatzius et al (2010) and many
others. The Data Appendix provides precise definitions, acronyms, data sources,
sample spans and details about the transformations. Our data sample runs from
1959Q1 to 2012Q1. Notice that all of our models use four lags and, hence, the
effective estimation sample begins in 1960Q1. The five macroeconomic variables
that complete our model are the Consumer Price Index (all items), Gross Domestic
Product, unemployment rate, M1 money stock, and the Federal funds rate. All of
these series are observed from 1959Q1, are seasonally adjusted, and are provided
by Federal Reserve Economic Data (FRED). Macro variables which are not already
in rates (CPI, GDP, M1) are converted to growth rates by taking first log-differences.

Some of the financial variables have missing values in that they do not begin
until after 1959Q1. In terms of estimation with a single TVP-FAVAR model, such
missing values cause no problem since they can easily be handled by the Kalman
filter (see the Technical Appendix for more details). However, when we are using
multiple models, there is a danger that in a specific model the value of the FCI in a
period (e.g. 1959Q1-1982Q1) has to be extracted using financial variables which all
have missing values for that same period. In this case estimation is impossible and
we introduce a simple restriction to prevent such estimation issues. In each model
we always include the S&P500 in the list of financial variables, a variable which is
observed since 1959Q1, which means that at a minimum the FCI will be extracted
based on this single financial variable. This restriction implies that the S&P500
is not subject to model averaging/selection and we instead perform DMA/DMS
using the remaining 19 financial variables. Therefore, we have a model space of
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219=524,288 TVP-FAVARs (as well as 524,288 FA-TVP-VARs, etc.). We remind the
reader that a list of the different specifications estimated (and their acronyms) is
given at the end of Section 2.1.

To summarize, our models which produce an FCI are the TVP-FAVARs, FA-TVP-
VARs, FAVARs. In our forecasting exercise, for the purpose of comparison, we also
include some forecasting models which do not produce an FCI. These are the VARs
and TVP-VARs. With these model spaces, we investigate the use of DMS, DMA and
a strategy of simply using the single model which includes all 20 of the financial
variables.

Some authors (e.g. Eickmeier, Lemke and Marcellino, 2011) use existing FCIs
(i.e. estimated by others) in the context of a VAR model. In this spirit, we also
present results for VARs and TVP-VARs where the factors are not estimated from the
factor model equation in (1), rather they are replaced with an existing estimate.

To be precise, we use
(
y′t, f̂t

)′
as dependent variables for different choices of f̂t.

Table 1 lists these choices from a set of financial conditions indexes and financial
stress indexes7 maintained by Federal Reserve Banks. Again, these models are a
restricted special case of our TVP-FAVAR and estimation proceeds accordingly. The
error covariance matrix is modelled in the same manner as the FAVAR. We use an
acronym for these VARs such that, e.g., VAR (FCI 3), is the VAR involving the five
macroeconomic variables and the Chicago Fed National FCI.

Table 1. Financial Conditions and Stress Indexes
Name Acronym Source Sample
St. Louis Financial Stress Index FCI 1 St Louis Fed 1993Q4 - 2012Q1
Kansas City Fed Financial Stress Index FCI 2 Kansas Fed 1990Q1 - 2012Q1
Cleveland Fed Financial Stress Index FCI 3 Cleveland Fed 1991Q3 - 2012Q1
Chicago Fed National FCI FCI 4 Chicago Fed 1973Q1 - 2012Q1

3.2 Choice of hyperparameters and initial conditions

In this section we outline the setting of various hyperparameters and initial
conditions. In order to avoid data-mining issues, that is do choices which work
well after observing the results, all our benchmark choices that apply in the next
two subsections are fairly non-informative. In the Appendix we also implement a
sensitivity analysis by means of eliciting priors based on a training data sample,
thus extending the recommendations of Primiceri (2005) to our FAVARs.

The first step is to set the initial conditions for the factor ft (FCI), the time-
varying parameters λt, βt, the time-varying covariances Vt, Qt, and, for doing DMA

7Financial Stress Indexes (FSIs) are usually identical to FCIs, but have opposing signs: a decrease
in financial conditions means increased financial stress, and vice-versa.
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and DMS, we must specify π0|0,j, j = 1, ..., J . These initial conditions are set to the
following (relatively non-informative) values

f0 ∼ N (0, 4) ,

λ0 ∼ N
(
0, 4× In(s+1)

)
,

β0 ∼ N (0, VMIN)

V0 ≡ 1× In,
Q0 ≡ 1× Is+1,

π0|0,j =
1

J

where VMIN is a diagonal covariance matrix which, following the Minnesota prior
tradition, penalizes more distant lags and is of the form

VMIN =

{
4, for intercepts
4/r2, for coefficient on lag r , (6)

where r = 1, .., p denotes the lag number. Note that estimates of Wt and Rt are
proportional to the respective state covariance matrices obtained from the Kalman
filter, therefore there is no need to initialize these matrices; see the Technical
Appendix for more details.

Regarding the decay and forgetting factors we have introduced in our model it
is worth noting that we can estimate these from the data. However, computation
increases substantially (we need to evaluate or maximize the likelihood for each
combination of the various factors) and, as shown in Koop and Korobilis (2013),
the existence of value added in forecasting performance from such a procedure
is questionable. Given these considerations, we choose to fix the values of the
decay/forgetting factors, but investigate sensitivity to their choice in the Appendix.

For the decay factors κ1, κ2 which control the variation in the covariance
matrices, we fix these to the value 0.96. Such value provides volatility estimates
which are quite close to the ones expected by integrated stochastic volatility
models that have been used extensively in the Bayesian VAR and FAVAR literature
(Primiceri, 2005; Korobilis, 2013). For the forgetting factors κ3, κ4, we follow
the “business as usual prior” approach of Cogley and Sargent (2005) and assume
that changes each period are relatively slow and stable under the random walk
specification in equation (2). In order to achieve this slow time variation in the
coefficients, we set κ3, κ4 = 0.99, a setting we use in all TVP-FAVAR and TVP-VAR
specifications. As described in Section 2.2, restricted versions of our general model
can be obtained by setting the forgetting factors to one. For instance when κ3 = 1
but κ4 = 0.99, we obtain the FA-TVP-VAR model.

Finally, we need to choose our prior beliefs about model change. The value
of the forgetting factor α determines how fast model switches occur, and thus we
use two values: α = 1 which implies that we are implementing Bayesian model
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averaging (BMA) given data up to time t; and α = 0.99 which implies that we
implement dynamic model averaging (DMA) with relatively slowly varying model
probabilities.

3.3 Estimates of the Financial Conditions Index

Before we proceed to the forecasting exercise, it is important to understand
how both our estimation algorithm and model averaging work in the context of
estimating an FCI. The results in this section are smoothed, that is estimated using
the full sample of data from 1959Q1 - 2012Q1.

Figure 1 shows the factor estimates simply using all 20 financial variables
without any model selection of model averaging being done. The estimates
from the FAVAR, the FA-TVP-FAVAR and the TVP-FAVAR models are quite similar,
especially during the first part of our sample. However. differences do exist, in
particular specifically before, during, and after the recent financial crisis. Figure
1 also plots the principal component (PC) estimate of the 20 financial variables,
and substantive differences are found between this and any of the FAVAR-based
estimates. The FAVARs allow for time-varying covariances and VAR dynamics of the
factor, while the principal component is a better approximation of factors coming
from a homoskedastic static factor model. This characteristic explains why the
FAVAR and PC estimates are on average similar, but differ more substantially at
some peaks and troughs.

Figure 2 shows the impact of model averaging and selection on the estimate of
the FCI, focussing on the TVP-FAVARs (but also including DMA done on the FAVARs
for comparison). Although the broad patterns in the FCIs plotted in Figure 2 are
similar, there are appreciable differences, particularly in the mid- to late 1980s and
in the run-up to the financial crisis. DMA and BMA estimates based on the TVP-
FAVARs tend to be quite similar to one another except for some periods early on
in our sample. DMA estimates using the FAVARs are also quite similar to these,
except for the run-up to the financial crisis. These are also, on average, similar to
the FCI produced by the single TVP-FAVAR in Figure 1. However, after 1983, they
differ quite substantially from the FCI produced by DMS. There is also a period of
divergence of a lesser magnitude in the run-up to the financial crisis.

In Figure 3 we perform a comparison of the FCI constructed from dynamic model
averaging of TVP-FAVAR models with the four existing FCIs maintained by four
Federal Reserve Banks. First note that some of the indexes are actually measuring
financial stress, or define tighter financial conditions using a positive value. For
such FCI, we multiply by minus one, so that during the peak of the crisis all indexes
are negative and, thus, comply with the shape of our FCIs. Additionally, to improve
comparability, we standardize all the FCIs to have mean zero and variance one. If
we standardize in this manner, it is interesting to note that it is our FCI (using DMA
on the TVP-FAVARs) which achieves the minimum value in the depth of the financial
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crisis. In practice, what matters is the relative decrease of financial conditions
during the recent financial crisis compared to normal periods, or other crises. In
this regard, it is interesting to note that the Chicago Fed index (NFCI) predicts that
the crises of the 1970s were deeper than the recent financial crisis. The Cleveland
Fed index does not achieve a single minimum during the recent financial crisis,
rather it has an inverted bell shape. These differences are quite substantial among
all these FCIs, and (as we shall see) can have strong impact in forecasting.

Figures 1 through 3 compare a range of different FCI estimates. At this stage,
we express no view on whether on whether any FCI is better or worse than
any other. The key finding we stress is that, although they are similar to one
another in many respects, substantive differences can occur. These differences
are most notable when we compare our TVP-FAVAR or FAVAR-based estimates to
conventional estimates (i.e. either PC of those produced by Federal Reserve Banks).
Next in magnitude are the differences we find when comparing DMA and DMS
approaches. Lowest in magnitude are the differences between TVP-FAVAR and
FAVAR approaches indicating time variation in parameters is playing only a small
role.

1971Q1 1983Q1 1995Q1 2007Q1
4

3

2

1

0

1

2
FCIs estimated using different models/methods

FAVAR (all variables)
FATVPVAR (all variables)
TVPFAVAR (all variables)
Principal Component

Figure 1. FCIs constructed from several versions of the heteroskedastic
factor-augmented VAR model with all 20 financial variables used (no model

averaging/selection in the loadings). For comparison, the principal component of
the 20 financial variables is also plotted.
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Figure 2. FCIs implied by BMA, DMA and DMS on the TVP-FAVARs (with DMA
results for FAVARs provided for comparison)
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Figure 3. The FCI from the TVP-FAVAR with DMA compared to existing financial
indexes maintained by four regional US central banks.
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To provide some additional insight on what DMA is doing, we present Figures
4 and 5 which shed light on the number of variables selected when we do DMA
or DMS on the TVP-FAVARs. In particular, Figure 4 calculates the expected number
of variables used to extract the FCI at each point in time. If we denote by nj the
number of variables which load on the FCI under model Mj, then we calculate each
time period the following expectation8

E
(
nDMA
t

)
=

(
J∑
j=1

πt|t,j × nj

)
− 1.

Figure 4 shows that the number of variables used in DMA has increased over time
until the late 90s, then dropped abruptly in early to mid 2000s, while it increased
gradually until the peak of the recent financial crisis. DMA in the TVP-FAVAR implies
that, in addition to the S&P 500, the FCI should include roughly 9 to 14 variables.

Figure 5 provides evidence on which variables receive most weight in the DMA
procedure (or are selected by DMS). The numbers in each panel of this figure are
the total probability DMA attaches to models which contain the variable named in
the title on the panel. A pattern worth noting is that, consistent with Figure 4,
many financial variables become important during and after the financial crisis. It
is also worth noting that there is substantial variable switching. That is, there are
a few variables which enter then abruptly leave (or vice versa) the FCI. In contrast
to some of our previous work using regression models,9 we find that DMA weights
can change rapidly over time.

8We subtract one since the S&P500 variable is always included in all models.
9See Koop and Korobilis (2012), but also much of the Bayesian model averaging literature (e.g.

the determinants of growth literature discussed in papers such as Eicher, Papageorgiou and Raftery,
2011).
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Figure 4. Average number of variables used to extract the FCI at each point in time
as implied by DMA applied in the full TVP-FAVAR specification.
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Figure 5. Time-varying probabilities of inclusion to the final FCI for each of the 19
financial variables (S&P500 is always included; see Section 3.1). Zero probabilities
at the beginning of the sample for some of the variables correspond to periods of

missing observations.

3.4 Forecasting

In this section, we investigate the performance of a wide range of models and
methods for forecasting GDP growth and the unemployment rate. Our forecast
evaluation period is 1990Q1 through 2012Q1-h for h = 1, 2, 3, 4 quarters ahead.10

Evaluation of forecast accuracy is based on the mean squared forecast error (MSFE)
divided by the MSFE produced by a TVP-VAR involving the five macroeconomic
variables (not including any FCI).

Table 2 presents forecasting results for various FAVARs with or without time-
variation in parameters and with and without DMA/DMS including: i) a VAR
and TVP-VAR on the vector yt of macroeconomic variables alone (no FCI added),
ii) a VAR augmented with a principal component from all 20 financial variables,
iii) FAVARs with all 20 financial variables included at all times (no DMA/DMS);
iv) FAVARs with recursive BMA/BMS (α = 1), and v) FAVARs with DMA/DMS
(α = 0.99). The main story is that our methods, which allow for time-variation in

10Forecasts for h > 1 are iterated.
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parameters and the way model averaging or selection is done, forecast best. MSFEs
are substantially lower than simple VAR or TVP-FAVARs or even the VAR augmented
with a principal components estimate of the FCI.

We make the following observations:

• moving from the naive principal component to a specification which explicitly
models factor dynamics and interaction with macro variables (such as our
FAVAR with all 20 variables included), has large benefits for GDP growth rate
forecasts; these benefits are less clear for unemployment rate forecasts.

• moving from the FAVAR to the FA-TVP-VAR or the full TVP-FAVAR, whether
we also consider model averaging or not, has large benefits in forecasting.
E.g. moving from the FAVAR (all variables) to the TVP-FAVAR (all variables)
decreases the relative MSFE of GDP growth by 11%, while moving from
the FAVAR (BMA) to the TVP-FAVAR (BMA) decreases the relative MSFE of
unemployment by 9%.

• allowing for DMA/DMS or BMA/BMS also improves forecasting performance
by up to 7-8% for GDP and up to 5% for unemployment, compared to the
same model with all variables included. E.g. the difference of the relative
MSFE of the FAVAR (all variables) with the FAVAR (BMA) is 4% for GDP and
3% for unemployment.

• selecting the best model, instead of averaging, seems to be the best strategy
for GDP forecasts for h = 1 and 2 quarters ahead.

Table 2: Performance of our FCI based on various FAVAR models, 1990Q1 - 2012Q1
GDP UNEMPLOYMENT

h=1 h=2 h=3 h=4 h=1 h=2 h=3 h=4
VAR (no FCI) 1.27 1.29 1.10 1.02 2.21 2.25 2.06 1.90
TVP-VAR (no FCI) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

VAR + Principal Component 1.06 1.17 1.18 1.31 0.89 0.93 0.97 1.03

FAVAR (all variables) 0.92 1.03 1.07 1.07 0.93 0.96 1.00 1.03
FA-TVP-VAR (all variables) 0.81 0.90 0.95 0.99 0.88 0.83 0.83 0.85
TVP-FAVAR (all variables) 0.81 0.90 0.96 1.00 0.86 0.81 0.81 0.84
FAVAR (BMA) 0.88 0.98 1.02 1.03 0.90 0.94 0.98 1.02
FAVAR (BMS) 0.84 0.95 1.01 1.04 0.87 0.88 0.91 0.96
FA-TVP-VAR (BMA) 0.78 0.85 0.91 0.96 0.82 0.79 0.81 0.84
FA-TVP-VAR (BMS) 0.75 0.84 0.92 0.98 0.80 0.77 0.78 0.81
TVP-FAVAR (BMA) 0.77 0.85 0.91 0.96 0.81 0.78 0.79 0.82
TVP-FAVAR (BMS) 0.77 0.85 0.93 0.98 0.82 0.78 0.80 0.82
FAVAR (DMA) 0.88 0.98 1.02 1.03 0.90 0.93 0.98 1.01
FAVAR (DMS) 0.85 0.96 1.03 1.05 0.92 0.98 1.03 1.08
FA-TVP-VAR (DMA) 0.78 0.85 0.91 0.95 0.82 0.80 0.81 0.84
FA-TVP-VAR (DMS) 0.74 0.83 0.90 0.97 0.82 0.78 0.79 0.82
TVP-FAVAR (DMA) 0.77 0.85 0.91 0.96 0.81 0.78 0.80 0.83
TVP-FAVAR (DMS) 0.75 0.84 0.93 0.99 0.82 0.77 0.79 0.82
Note: FAVAR is the simple version of our model with all parameters constant. FA-TVP-VAR extends the FAVAR by adding time-variation in the VAR part (evolution of the factors).

TVP-FAVAR is the full model where both VAR coefficients and loadings are time-varying. Dynamic Model Averaging (DMA) is implemented with forgetting factor α = 0.99.

Bayesian Model Averaging (BMA) is equivalent to DMA using α = 1.
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Judging the performance of point forecasts based on MSFE is only part of
the picture regarding model performance. Predictive likelihoods can be used
to evaluate the forecasting performance of the entire predictive distribution. In
the present context, examination of predictive likelihoods is of particular interest
since TVP models have many more parameters than their constant parameter
variants, implying higher estimation error and, thus, higher forecast uncertainty.
Furthermore, model averaging, whether done in a time-varying fashion or not,
is expected to reduce uncertainty surrounding forecasts (see, e.g., Hoeting et al.
1999) relative to methods which use a single model.

Figure 6 contains several panels which plot the one-step ahead log-predictive
likelihood (log-PL) of GDP growth for various models and methods for the forecast
evaluation period 1990Q1-2012Q1. Note that TVP-FAVAR(DMA) is included in most
panels to aid in visualizing the differences between the approaches. A major story of
this figure is that doing DMA or DMS does lead to large improvements in predictive
likelihoods, but this improvement happens mainly since the financial crisis.

It is also worth noting that time-variation in the parameters makes little
difference in terms of predictive likelihoods when we are working with a single
model including all 20 financial variables. However, time-variation in parameters
does matter for DMA (e.g. TVP-FAVAR(DMA) almost always has higher predictive
likelihoods than FAVAR(DMA)).

Remember that, with DMS we choose the model that has forecast best in the
immediate past. While this strategy is optimal in normal times, when a rare event
occurs this single best model might overfit past observations. The bottom left panel
of the figure illustrates this. The log-PL of DMS is consistently above the log-PL
of DMA (for the case of the TVP-FAVAR), but it is appreciably lower during the
peak of the crisis. By averaging over many models, DMA can reduce the risk of
this happening. Nevertheless, due to the time-varying nature of the DMA/DMS
probabilities, the DMS algorithm adapts quickly after the deterioration in forecast
performance of 2008Q4 and, after this point, its log-PL is again slightly higher than
that of DMA. Finally, the bottom right panel of Figure 6 compares the log-PL of the
full TVP-FAVAR model with and without DMA. In Table 2 we saw that DMA reduces
MSFE, here we see if also leads to improved predictive likelihoods.

20



1994Q2 1998Q2 2002Q2 2006Q2 2010Q2
120

100

80

60

40

20

0

TVPFAVAR (DMA)
FATVPVAR (DMA)
FAVAR (DMA)

1994Q2 1998Q2 2002Q2 2006Q2 2010Q2
140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

TVPFAVAR (all variables)
FATVPVAR (all variables)
FAVAR (all variables)

1994Q2 1998Q2 2002Q2 2006Q2 2010Q2
120

100

80

60

40

20

0

TVPFAVAR (DMA)
TVPFAVAR (DMS)

1994Q2 1998Q2 2002Q2 2006Q2 2010Q2
140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

TVPFAVAR (DMA)
TVPFAVAR (all variables)

Figure 6. One step ahead (h = 1) cumulative sum of log-predictive likelihoods of
GDP growth rate during the whole evaluation period 1990Q1-2012Q1, based on

the various models we estimate.

Also of interest is the performance of our approach to VAR forecasts augmented
with an existing FCI (see Table 1). Before doing so, we note that such comparisons
are extremely difficult since different indexes are based on different assumptions,
data transformations, frequencies and sample sizes. The earliest common starting
date for the FCIs is 1994Q1 and, accordingly, we re-estimate our TVP-FAVAR (DMA)
using data from this point and use 2000Q1 - 2012Q1-h as our forecast evaluation
period.

Table 3 presents the MSFEs for FCI augmented VAR and TVP-VAR models, as well
as the VAR and TVP-VAR with no FCI (just the five macro variables), for h = 1, 2, 3, 4
and for GDP and unemployment. All MSFEs are relative to the MSFE of the TVP-
FAVAR (DMA) which is standardized to be one. Our index is doing very well in
forecasting the unemployment rate, and is doing better than most indexes (the
exception being the Chicago Fed FCI, in terms of 1-step ahead GDP forecasts). Note
that the VAR and TVP-VAR models are used to construct the dynamics of our FCI
(from the FAVARs) as well as construct forecasts of the macroeconomic variables,
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while the existing FCIs are constructed using different methods. This immediately
gives an advantage to our FCI, however, this doesn’t reduce the importance of the
results presented in Table 3.

Table 3: Performance of our FCI compared to other FCIs, 2000Q1 - 2012Q1
GDP UNEMPLOYMENT

h=1 h=2 h=3 h=4 h=1 h=2 h=3 h=4
TVP-FAVAR (DMA) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

VAR (no FCI) 1.59 1.38 1.10 0.97 3.03 3.41 2.94 2.53
TVP-VAR (no FCI) 1.28 1.09 1.05 0.97 1.23 1.33 1.27 1.21

VAR (FCI 1) 1.22 1.15 1.11 0.91 1.66 2.36 2.25 1.99
TVP-VAR (FCI 1) 1.07 0.84 0.93 1.23 1.07 1.27 1.11 0.95
VAR (FCI 1) 1.04 1.24 1.16 1.01 1.95 2.24 2.21 2.18
TVP-VAR (FCI 2) 1.06 0.89 0.92 0.83 1.09 0.99 0.94 0.93
VAR (FCI 2) 1.28 1.38 1.19 0.97 1.52 1.59 1.44 1.27
TVP-VAR (FCI 3) 1.42 1.2 1.18 1.1 1.03 0.97 0.91 0.89
VAR (FCI 4) 0.92 1.05 1.05 0.97 1.13 1.22 1.19 1.12
TVP-VAR (FCI 4) 0.95 0.83 0.89 0.88 1.32 1.45 1.46 1.44

4 Conclusions

In this paper, we have argued for the desirability of constructing a dynamic financial
conditions index which takes into account changes in the financial sector, its
interaction with the macroeconomy and data availability. In particular, we want
a methodology which can choose different financial variables at different points in
time and weight them differently. We develop DMS and DMA methods, adapted
from Raftery et al (2010) and others, to achieve this aim.

Working with a large model space involving many TVP-FAVARs (and restricted
variants) which make different choices of financial variables, we find DMA and
DMS methods lead to improve forecasts of macroeconomic variables, relative to
methods which use a single model. This holds true regardless of whether the single
model is parsimonious (e.g. a VAR for the macroeconomic variables) or parameter-
rich (e.g. an unrestricted TVP-FAVAR which includes the same large set of financial
variables at every point in time). The dynamic FCIs we construct are mostly similar
to those constructed using conventional methods. However, particularly at times of
great financial stress (e.g. the late 1970s and early 1980s and the recent financial
crisis), our FCI can be quite different from conventional benchmarks. The DMA and
DMS algorithm also indicates substantial inter-temporal variation in terms of which
financial variables are used to construct it.
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B. Technical Appendix

In this appendix, we describe the econometric methods we use to estimate a TVP-
FAVAR (and restricted versions of it).

We write the TVP-FAVAR compactly as

xt = ztΛt + ut, ut ∼ N (0, Vt) (B.1)
zt = zt−1βt + εt, εt ∼ N (0, Qt) (B.2)
λt = λt−1 + vt, vt ∼ N (0,Wt) (B.3)
βt = βt−1 + ηt, ηt ∼ N (0, Rt) (B.4)

where λt =

(
(λyt )

′ ,
(
λft

)′)′
and zt =

[
yt
ft

]
. We also use notation where f̃t is the

standard principal components estimate of ft based on xt (using data up to time t)

and z̃t =

[
yt
f̃t

]
. If at is a vector then ai,t is the ith element of that vector; and if At

is a matrix Aii,t is its (i, i)th element.
Our estimation algorithm requires initialization of all state variables. In partic-

ular we define the following initial conditions for all system unknown parameters

f0 ∼ N
(

0,Σf
0|0

)
, (B.5)

λ0 ∼ N
(
0,Σλ

0|0
)
, (B.6)

β0 ∼ N
(

0,Σβ
0|0

)
, (B.7)

V0 ≡ 1× In, (B.8)
Q0 ≡ 1× Is+1. (B.9)

The algorithm follows the following steps:

1. Given the initial conditions and zt = z̃t obtain filtered estimates of λt, βt, Vt, Qt

using the following recursion for t = 1, .., T

(a) The Kalman filter tells us:

λt|Data1:t−1 ∼ N
(
λt|t−1,Σ

λ
t|t−1

)
,

βt|Data1:t−1 ∼ N
(
βt|t−1,Σ

β
t|t−1

)
,

where λt|t−1 = λt−1|t−1, Σλ
t|t−1 = Σλ

t−1|t−1 + Ŵt, βt|t−1 = βt−1|t−1 and

Σβ
t|t−1 = Σβ

t−1|t−1 + R̂t. The error covariances are estimated using

forgetting factors as: Ŵt =
(
1− κ−13

)
Σλ
t−1|t−1 and R̂t =

(
1− κ−14

)
Σβ
t−1|t−1.
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(b) Calculate estimates of Vt and Qt for use in the updating step using the
following EWMA specifications:

V̂i,t = κ1Vi,t−1|t−1 + (1− κ1) ûi,tû′i,t (B.10)

Q̂t = κ2Qt−1|t−1 + (1− κ2) ε̂tε̂′t (B.11)

where ûi,t = xi,t − z̃tλi,t|t−1, for i = 1, ..., n, and ε̂t = z̃t − z̃t−1βt|t−1.
(c) Update λt and βt given information at time t using the Kalman filter

update step

• Update λi,t for each i = 1, ..., n using

λit|Data1:t ∼ N
(
λi,t|t,Σ

λ
ii,t|t
)
,

where λi,t|t = λi,t|t−1 + Σλ
ii,t|t−1z̃

′
t

(
V̂ii,t + z̃tΣ

λ
ii,t|t−1z̃

′
t

)−1 (
xt − z̃tλt|t−1

)
and Σλ

ii,t|t = Σλ
ii,t|t−1 − Σλ

ii,t|t−1z̃
′
t

(
V̂ii,t + z̃tΣ

λ
ii,t|t−1z̃

′
t

)−1
z̃tΣ

λ
ii,t|t−1.

• Update βt from
βt|Data1:t ∼ N

(
βt|t,Σ

β
t|t

)
,

where βt|t = βt|t−1+Σβ
t|t−1z̃

′
t−1

(
Q̂t + z̃t−1Σ

β
t|t−1z̃

′
t−1

)−1 (
z̃t − z̃t−1β̂t|t−1

)
and Σβ

t|t = Σβ
t|t−1 − Σβ

t|t−1z̃
′
t−1

(
Q̂t + z̃t−1Σ

β
t|t−1z̃

′
t−1

)−1
z̃t−1Σ

β
t|t−1.

(d) Update Vt and Qt given information at time t using the EWMA specifica-
tions as follows:

Vi,t|t = κ1Vi,t−1|t−1 + (1− κ1) ûi,t|tû′i,t|t (B.12)

Qt|t = κ2Qt−1|t−1 + (1− κ2) ε̂t|tε̂′t|t (B.13)

where ûi,t|t = xi,t − z̃tλi,t|t, for i = 1, ..., n, and ε̂t|t = z̃t − z̃t−1βt|t.

2. Obtain smoothed estimates of λt, βt, Vt, Qt using the following recursions for
t = T − 1, .., 1

(a) Update λt and βt given information at time t+ 1 using the fixed interval
smoother

• Update λi,t for each i = 1, ..., n from

λit|Data1:T ∼ N
(
λi,t|t+1,Σ

λ
ii,t|t+1

)
,

where λi,t|t+1 = λi,t|t + Cλ
t

(
λi,t+1|t+1 − λi,t+1|t

)
, Σλ

ii,t|t+1 = Σλ
ii,t|t +

Cλ
t

(
Σλ
ii,t+1|t+1 − Σλ

ii,t+1|t

)
Cλ′
t and Cλ

t = Σλ
ii,t|t

(
Σλ
ii,t+1|t

)−1
.
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• Update βt from

βt|Data1:T ∼ N
(
βt|t+1,Σ

β
t|t+1

)
,

where βt|t+1 = βt|t+C
β
t

(
βt+1|t+1 − βt+1|t

)
, Σβ

t|t+1 = Σβ
t|t+C

β
t

(
Σβ
t+1|t+1 − Σβ

t+1|t

)
Cβ′
t

and Cβ
t = Σβ

t|t

(
Σβ
t+1|t

)−1
.

(b) Update Vt and Qt given information at time t + 1 using the following
equations

V −1t|t+1 = κ1V
−1
t|t + (1− κ1)V −1t+1|t+1, (B.14)

Q−1t|t+1 = κ2Q
−1
t|t + (1− κ2)Q−1t+1|t+1. (B.15)

3. Means and variances of ft given appropriate estimates of λt, βt, Vt, Qt de-
scribed in the preceding steps can be obtained using the standard Kalman
filter and smoother.

Treatment of missing values
In our application our sample is unbalanced, since it contains many financial

variables which have been collected only after the 1970s or the 1980s. Similar
issues are faced by organizations which monitor FCIs. For instance, the Chicago
Fed National FCI comprises 100 series where most of them have different starting
dates. Although specific computational methods for dealing with such issues exist
(e.g. the EM algorithm, or Gibbs sampler with data augmentation), our focus is
on averaging over many models which means such methods are computationally
infeasible. Accordingly, similar to our purpose of developing a simulation-free and
fast algorithm for parameter estimation, we want to avoid simulation methods for
estimating the missing data in xt. Additionally, methods such as interpolation can
work poorly when missing values are at the beginning of the sample.

Since the missing data in xt are in the beginning, we make the assumption
that the factor (FCI) is estimated using only the observed series. The estimation
algorithm above allows for such an approach in a straightforward manner by just
replacing missing values with zeros. The loadings λ (whether time-varying, or
constant) will become equal to 0, thus removing from the estimate of ft the effect
of the variables in xt which have missing values at time t. This feature holds both
for the initial principal components estimate f̃t, as well as the final Kalman filter
estimate.

Estimation of a single TVP-FAVAR (and its variants)
Given the algorithm above, we can estimate the TVP-FAVAR by choosing values

of κ1, κ2, κ3, κ4 < 1. The main results in the paper set these to be equal to 0.99.
The restricted special cases of the TVP-FAVAR listed in Section 2.1 can be obtained

29



by setting forgetting and/or decay factors to particular values. If we set κ3 = 1
and κ4 < 1 then we obtain the FA-TVP-VAR. Setting κ3 = 1 and κ4 = 1 leads to
the FAVAR. Note that if we also set κ1 = κ2 = 1 we can estimate homoskedastic
versions of the various models, since in that case Vt = Vt−1 = ... = V1 = V0 and
Qt = Qt−1 = ... = Q1 = Q0. Nevertheless, as we comment in the main body of the
paper, this is a case which is always dominated (in terms of forecast performance)
by the heteroskedastic case.

Estimation of multiple models (DMA/DMS)
In order to implement the DMA/DMS exercises we run the algorithm described

above for each of the 219 = 524, 288 models. Note that for a specific DMA exercise
all models are nested, and the only thing that changes is the number of variables
in the vector xt that we use in order to extract the FCI. Given our discussion about
how missing values are treated by the Kalman filter, in order to estimate a specific
model which uses, say, the 1st, 3rd and 15th series in xt, we simply multiply all but
the 1st, 3rd and 15th columns of xt with zeros. In that case, we remove at all times
t the effects of all 17 variables we do not use for estimation of the specific model,
and at the same time we still have as a dependent variable a 20 × 1 dimensional
vector (and programming is greatly simplified).

The most important feature of DMA is that, unlike many Bayesian model
selection and averaging procedures based on Markov Chain Monte Carlo methods,
there is no dependence in estimating each model and iterations using “for” loops
are independent. That means that it is trivial to adapt our code to use features
such as parallel computing, thus taking advantage of the widespread availability of
modern multi-core processors (or large clusters of PCs). In MATLAB this is as easy
as replacing the typical “for” loop which would run for models 1 to 524, 288, with a
“parfor” loop.

The reader is encouraged to look at our code which is available on https://sites.google
.com/site/dimitriskorobilis/matlab, which also has the option to call the Parallel
Processing Toolbox in a MATLAB environment.
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C. Sensitivity analysis

In this section we quote further results for several different choices of prior
hyperparameters, which can reflect different beliefs about time variation in the
model parameters as well as beliefs about variation over time in the optimal model.
Our benchmark prior specification was based on non-informative choices which
are always quite appealing. Such noninformative choices are easily implementable
since our estimation algorithm does not rely on simulation (MCMC) and it is
numerically very stable.

C.1. Comparison of a relatively noninformative with training
sample priors

In the body of the paper, results are presented for a subjectively-elicited but
relatively noninformative prior. An interesting alternative to such a prior is to
choose prior hyperparameters using a training sample of data. In the context of
TVP-VARs, Primiceri (2005) suggests such a prior which is based on splitting the
data into a training sample (or holdout sample) and a testing set (or estimation
sample). OLS or other simple estimates of all model parameters in the training
sample are used as starting values for the testing sample. Such training sample
priors are commonly-used in Bayesian analysis, and in the context of time-varying
parameter models help provide regularized posterior estimators which can also help
numerical stability. This latter feature is important in the case of TVP-VARs and
TVP-FAVARs estimated with MCMC - see the discussion in Section 4.1 of Primiceri
(2005).

In this section we introduce such a training sample prior for our FAVAR, FA-
TVP-VAR and TVP-FAVAR models. We use the first 20 years of data (1959Q1-
1978Q4) in our original sample as the training sample. We estimate a FAVAR with
constant parameters using OLS methods (and replacing the factor with the principal
component estimate) on this training sample. These OLS estimates are used to in
the initial conditions for estimation sample, 1979Q1-2012Q1, as follows

f0 ∼ N
(
f̂TST , 0.1

)
,

λ0 ∼ N
(

0, 4× var
(
λ̂
TS
))

,

β0 ∼ N
(

0, 4× var
(
β̂
TS
))

,

V0 ≡ 1× V̂ TS,

Q0 ≡ 1× Q̂TS,

π0|0,j =
1

J
,
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where parameters with a hat and a superscript TS denote OLS estimates of the
respective parameters in the time-invariant FAVAR fitted using the training sample.

Other settings used in the main body of the paper remain the same, e.g. we
use four lags everywhere and the decay and forgetting factors that define each of
the models (DMA vs BMA, or FAVAR vs FA-TVP-VAR vs TVP-FAVAR) are exactly the
ones specified in Section 3.2. The forecast evaluation sample is 1990Q1-2012Q1,
and we use the one-step ahead log predictive likelihood to evaluate forecasting
performance.

Table C1: Average predictive likelihoods, h = 1, 1990Q1-2012Q1
Subjective priors Training sample priors

GDP unemployment GDP unemployment
FAVAR BMA -1.491 -8.231 -2.555 -13.375
FAVAR BMS -1.576 -8.801 -2.673 -13.747
FA-TVP-FAVAR BMA -1.439 -8.079 -2.693 -13.408
FA-TVP-FAVAR BMS -1.480 -8.216 -2.868 -13.654
TVP-FAVAR BMA -1.424 -7.789 -2.697 -13.393
TVP-FAVAR BMS -1.494 -7.918 -2.856 -13.655

FAVAR DMA -1.490 -8.225 -2.538 -13.364
FAVAR DMS -1.498 -8.805 -2.691 -13.747
FA-TVP-FAVAR DMA -1.439 -8.074 -2.660 -13.387
FA-TVP-FAVAR DMS -1.473 -8.216 -2.880 -13.654
TVP-FAVAR DMA -1.424 -7.783 -2.665 -13.369
TVP-FAVAR DMS -1.488 -7.918 -2.862 -13.655

In Table C1 we see that forecast performance, as measured by the mean of
the one-step ahead log-predictive likelihood over the period 1990Q1-2012Q1, is
inferior for all models estimated with a training sample prior. This result suggests
our subjective prior is a sensible one, consistent with the pattern in the data. That
is, combining the subjective prior with the complete sample of data means we have
more information, leading to good forecast performance. By using a training sample
in order to inform initial conditions, we lose observations from the likelihood
function and do not include the subjective prior information. As Schorfheide and
Wolpin (2012) note:

“[...] from a Bayesian perspective the use of holdout samples is
suboptimal because the computation of posterior probabilities should be
based on the entire sample and not just on a subsample.” Schorfheide
and Wolpin (2012)

From our own experience with Bayesian VARs (and FAVARs), we can argue
that training sample priors are very important in cases where numerical stability
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is an issue. For example, the decision of Primiceri (2005) and others to use
training sample priors when estimating TVP-VAR with MCMC works well because
serious numerical issues can occur when noninformative priors and diffuse initial
conditions are used in the full sample. In the present paper where we examine
high dimensional TVP-FAVARs, we do not have numerical issues due to the
computational simplicity of our algorithm (which does not involve use of MCMC
methods). This advantage of our estimation methods justifies our decision to
use relatively noninformative priors in the full available sample 1959-2012 as the
benchmark case.

C.2. Comparison of faster/slower model switching

Calculation of DMA/DMS time-varying probabilities depends on selection of a
hyperparameter α, which is a forgetting factor that determines how fast we “forget”
past observations. Thus, this hyperparameter α controls how much data we use for
the calculation of time-varying probabilities at time t and, thus, determines the rate
of model switching. That is, the less data that is used, the more rapidly will model
switching will occur.

Remember that α = 1 leads to standard BMA, where all data available up
to time t are used to calculate the model probabilities πt|t,j, j = 1, ..., J . The
benchmark results reported in the body of the paper, α = 0.99, allows for slightly
more rapid model switching. In this appendix we provide results for a choice of
α which reflects beliefs about even faster model switches (α = 0.95), as well as
the extreme case of α = 0.001. Note that this latter case is almost equivalent to
the case of model averaging using equal weights, since it is trivial to prove that as
α→ 0 then πt|t−1,j → 1/J for all j = 1, ..., J . Naive model averaging schemes using
equal weights have been shown in many cases to perform much better than more
elaborate econometric techniques that perform estimation of the model averaging
weights; see Aiolfi,Capistrán and Timmermann (2010).

Table C2 shows the log-predictive likelihoods for the full TVP-FAVAR model for
the different values of α. For all values of α DMA is performs better than DMS.
The case α = 0.95 is always dominated by our benchmark value of α = 0.99.
Interestingly, the equal-weights case (α = 0.001) leads to more precise forecasts
for GDP (but not unemployment). Therefore, there could potentially be further
improvements in forecast accuracy by estimating α using grid-search methods. We
remind the reader that we do not perform such a search due to the already high
computational demands of our empirical exercise.
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Table C2: Average predictive likelihoods, h = 1, 1990Q1-2012Q1
GDP unemployment

BENCHMARK SPECIFICATION (WITH α = 0.99)
TVP-FAVAR DMA -1.424 -7.783
TVP-FAVAR DMS -1.494 -7.918

MODELS WITH FASTER CHANGING PROBABILITIES

TVP-FAVAR DMA (α = 0.95) -1.487 -7.847
TVP-FAVAR DMS (α = 0.95) -1.707 -8.032

TVP-FAVAR DMA (α = 0.001) -1.414 -7.848
TVP-FAVAR DMS (α = 0.001) -1.621 -7.977

C.3. Comparison of faster/slower parameter switching

Similar to the hyperparameters that control model switching, κ1, κ2, κ3, κ4 control
the amount of time-variation in the error covariances (Vt, Qt), as well as the time-
varying loadings λt and the VAR coefficients βt. Table C3 presents results for
different choices of these decay and forgetting factors.

Table C3: Average predictive likelihoods, h = 1, 1990Q1-2012Q1
GDP unemployment

BENCHMARK SPECIFICATION

TVP-FAVAR DMA -1.424 -7.783
TVP-FAVAR DMS -1.494 -7.918

MODELS WITH FASTER CHANGING PARAMETERS

Case 1: faster moving volatility
TVP-FAVAR DMA (κ1 = κ2 = 0.92) -1.514 -7.362
TVP-FAVAR DMS (κ1 = κ2 = 0.92) -1.684 -7.519

Case 2: faster moving coefficients
TVP-FAVAR DMA (κ3 = κ4 = 0.97) -1.527 -7.260
TVP-FAVAR DMS (κ3 = κ4 = 0.97) -1.717 -7.434

Case 3: faster moving volatility & coefficients
TVP-FAVAR DMA (κ1 = κ2 = 0.92, κ3 = κ4 = 0.97) -1.689 -7.304
TVP-FAVAR DMS (κ1 = κ2 = 0.92, κ3 = κ4 = 0.97) -1.796 -7.518
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