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US Corporate Credit Stress As A Safe-Haven 

Regime Lens On Gold

Why the 504-day z-score of a multi-input US corporate credit-quality composite including BAA-

AAA spreads and high-yield OAS reads reliably as a gold safe-haven regime signal; the 2008-2009 

post-Lehman credit crisis as the archetype; and why 2020 Fed intervention is the critical caveat.

David Stendahl · Market Lab Analytics · November 5, 2026

What this signal is

When US corporate credit markets deteriorate, institutional capital moves out of credit and into 

safe-haven assets. Gold is the oldest and deepest safe haven. The relationship is not new; it has driven 

multi-year gold bull markets through the 1990s Latin-American crisis window, the 2001 post-dot-com 

credit stress, the 2007-2009 Global Financial Crisis, and the 2020 COVID shock.

This signal measures the credit-stress regime directly. The engine combines US corporate credit-

quality indicators (the Moody BAA minus AAA seasoned corporate yield spread and the ICE BofA US 

high-yield option-adjusted spread, plus related credit-stress reads) into a multi-input composite, z-

scores on a 504-day rolling window (roughly two years), and bounds the result through hyperbolic 

tangent. A composite near plus one is multi-year credit stress. A composite near minus one is multi-

year credit calm.

On January 2, 2009 the composite reached its series maximum plus 0.9993 at the deepest point 

of the post-Lehman credit crisis. BAA-AAA spreads had blown out above 300 basis points; high-yield 

OAS exceeded 2000. Gold was at 879 dollars per ounce; it would rally through the next two years to 

1920, a 118 percent total return as credit stress persisted and the Federal Reserve rolled out successive 

QE programs. On July 1, 2021 the composite reached its series minimum minus 0.9929 as post-COVID 

stimulus and Fed accommodation compressed credit spreads to multi-decade tights. Gold weakened 

from 1776 to 1680 across the second half of 2021 as the safe-haven premium drained out.

Today the composite reads near plus 0.80, in credit-stress territory. US corporate spreads are wider 

than their 504-day baseline; the credit-regime lens is constructive for gold.

Here is what the engine data says. The Spearman information coefficient of the composite against 

gold forward 60-day returns is plus 0.15 across 8,963 live-window trading days. State-conditional 

means: Phase +1 credit-stress state delivered forward 60-day gold return of plus 2.60 percent; Phase 0 

normal delivered plus 1.02 percent; Phase −1 credit-calm delivered plus 0.80 percent. The polarity is 
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as-is positive: credit stress equals constructive gold. Read on for the three cases that frame the signal, 

the state-conditional evidence, and the four caveats that mark the limits of the lens.

· · ·

How the inputs compose

The Moody seasoned corporate bond yield series publishes daily from FRED. The AAA-rated and 

BAA-rated seasoned-bond yields are the backbone of US credit-quality measurement with a history 

extending back to the 1920s. The BAA-AAA spread captures the difference in yield that investors 

demand to hold moderately-risky corporate debt versus the safest; it widens when credit conditions 

tighten.

The ICE BofA US High Yield OAS publishes daily from FRED. The OAS is the option-adjusted spread 

of the broader high-yield universe against the Treasury curve; it is the standard measurement of below-

investment-grade credit stress. OAS values below 300 basis points are credit-calm regimes; values 

above 800 basis points are stress regimes; values above 1500 are crisis regimes.

The engine pulls both series daily, normalizes to a common timescale, and combines them into a 

multi-input composite weighted toward the more reactive OAS series. The composite is z-scored on 

a trailing 504-day rolling window with 126-day minimum population. The z-score is passed through 

tanh with scale 1.5 and bounded between minus one and plus one.

The engine also exposes four confirming features: five-day composite velocity, 60-day volatility 

regime, 60-day correlation with gold daily returns, and 63-day lag-1 autocorrelation.

· · ·

What the state-conditional returns have actually done

The gold forward-60-day return baseline (unconditional) is mean plus 1.90 percent, median plus 

1.01 percent. Standard deviation 7.28 percent. Percent negative 43.2 percent. State-conditional means 

below are expressed as edges relative to this baseline.

Reference baseline (8,963 gold-aligned forward-60-day windows from November 1990 through 

November 2026)

Gold forward-60-day return baseline (unconditional): mean plus 1.90 percent, median plus 1.01 percent. 

Standard deviation 7.28 percent. Percent negative 43.2 percent. Phase 0 source: Z4630 engine parquet joined 

with COMEX GC back-adjusted continuous closes.

The Credit-stress state (Market_Phase_Int = +1), 5,446 trading days or 60.4 percent of sample, 

delivered a mean forward 60-day gold return of plus 2.60 percent. That is plus 0.70 percentage points 

above baseline. The state dominates the sample share because US credit has spent most of the last 

36 years with some degree of stress relative to its trailing two-year baseline. Multiple extended stress 

episodes contribute: the early 1990s recession, the 2001 post-dot-com credit stress, the 2007-2009 

GFC window, the 2011-2012 European sovereign crisis, the 2020 COVID shock, and the 2022-present 

elevated-rates regime.

2



The Normal state (Market_Phase_Int = 0), 735 trading days or 8.1 percent of sample, delivered 

mean plus 1.02 percent. That is minus 0.88 percentage points below baseline. The thin middle band 

reflects the composite’s tendency to spend time in either stress or calm rather than near the baseline.

The Credit-calm state (Market_Phase_Int = −1), 2,842 trading days or 31.5 percent of sample, 

delivered mean plus 0.80 percent. That is minus 1.10 percentage points below baseline. The 2017-2018 

pre-COVID credit-calm window and the 2021 post-stimulus credit-calm window contribute most of 

the state-day count.

The spread between Credit-stress and Credit-calm forward returns is plus 1.80 percentage points at 

60 days. The Spearman information coefficient of the composite against gold forward-60-day returns 

is plus 0.15 at N 8,963.

· · ·

Three cases that frame how to read the signal

Case 1: November 2008 post-Lehman credit crisis peak
The composite was deep in credit-stress state through the post-Lehman window. BAA-AAA spreads 

blew out above 300 basis points; high-yield OAS exceeded 2000 at the November 24, 2008 peak. Gold 

was at 726 dollars per ounce; it would rally to 1920 by mid-2011, a 164 percent total return as credit 

stress persisted and the Federal Reserve rolled out successive QE programs.

Forward 60-day gold return from November 24, 2008: plus 27.74 percent. The canonical demon

stration of the credit-stress mechanism driving gold.

Case 2: January 2, 2009 series maximum
On January 2, 2009 the composite reached its series maximum plus 0.9993 as the credit crisis extended 

into the new year. Gold was at 879 dollars per ounce; it would rally to 1130 by December 31, 2009, a 28 

percent gain as safe-haven flows dominated and the Fed sustained its emergency liquidity programs.

Forward 60-day gold return from January 2, 2009: plus 5.17 percent. The narrower 60-day window 

captures the early phase of the multi-year bull run.

Case 3: July 1, 2021 series minimum
On July 1, 2021 the composite reached its series minimum minus 0.9929 as post-COVID stimulus 

and Fed accommodation pushed credit spreads to multi-decade tights. BAA-AAA was below 80 basis 

points; high-yield OAS was below 300. Gold was at 1776 dollars per ounce; it weakened to 1680 by 

December 31, 2021 as the safe-haven premium compressed. The mirror-image case of 2009.

Forward 60-day gold return from July 1, 2021: minus 1.40 percent. The signal correctly flagged 

credit calm and gold weakness.

· · ·

How to use the signal today

This is a slow-moving credit-regime detector on a 60-day forward horizon. The signal fires on daily 

FRED credit-spread releases.

Three best uses.
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First, as a credit-regime identifier for gold exposure sizing. Credit-stress state has delivered plus 

2.60 percent mean fwd 60-day; credit-calm has delivered plus 0.80 percent. Not an enormous spread 

but reliably directional across 36 years. Allocators adjusting gold exposure can read this signal as a 

credit-regime filter.

Second, as a confirmation lens for other gold signals. When the credit-stress signal aligns with 

positioning signals (CFTC net specs), geopolitical risk signals, or real-rate signals, conviction is higher.

Third, as part of a two-sided safe-haven framework. Pair with the Copper-Gold Ratio (Z85401) 

for a growth-versus-risk axis read, or with the China Credit Impulse (Z5837) for a global-credit view 

spanning East and West.

· · ·

Methodology notes

The composite is tanh of a 504-day z-score of a weighted composite of BAA-AAA corporate spread and 

ICE BofA high-yield OAS. The 504-day window was chosen to capture the full annual cycle of credit 

regimes while remaining responsive to new stress episodes; shorter windows amplified noise, longer 

windows blended multiple credit cycles.

The polarity is as-is positive. Higher composite equals wider credit spreads equals constructive gold. 

Full-sample Spearman IC against gold forward 60-day returns is plus 0.15 at N 8,963.

The 1990 start reflects the ICE BofA high-yield series coverage; BAA-AAA has longer history but 

joined with HY OAS from November 1990 forward.

· · ·

What this signal does not cover

Four caveats on the signal’s reach, each stated plainly.

First, Federal Reserve intervention can decouple credit spreads from gold reaction. During March 

2020 the composite was elevated but gold initially sold off before rallying as the Fed intervened with 

corporate credit facilities. Policy intervention can compress spreads faster than fundamentals warrant 

and the gold reaction can lag or diverge. The 504-day z-score smooths some of this, but sudden policy 

regime changes still introduce signal noise.

Second, this is a US-centric credit signal. European sovereign stress, emerging-market credit crises, 

and China credit cycles are not represented. For a global credit view, pair with the China Credit Impulse 

signal.

Third, the credit-stress mechanism competes with the real-rate mechanism. When real rates rise 

sharply, gold often falls even with credit spreads widening. The 2022 Fed tightening cycle is the 

demonstration; credit spreads widened but gold fell initially on surging real rates before stabilizing. 

Pair with real-rate signals for a more complete gold-regime read.

Fourth, this is a safe-haven regime signal, not a direct forward-return predictor. The IC is positive 

but modest; the signal’s value is in regime identification rather than in point-forecasting gold returns.
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Not investment advice. The analysis in this brief is informational and educational. Signal readings, historical case figures, and 

empirical statistics are derived from publicly available data (FRED corporate credit spread series; ICE BofA US High Yield OAS; 

COMEX end-of-day gold back-adjusted continuous settles) and are provided without warranty. Hypothetical performance results 

have inherent limitations. Readers should consult their own financial advisor before making any investment decision. (c) 2026 David 

Stendahl.
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