The Federal Trade Commission and the Department of Justice Should
Abandon the Proposed Vertical Merger Guidelines and Embrace the
Framework of the 1968 Guidelines
Introduction
The Open Markets Institute, the American Economic Liberties Project, and Professors
Frank Pasquale and Maurice Stucke* welcome the opportunity to offer our perspective on the
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and the Department of Justice’s (DOJ) proposed vertical
merger guidelines. We submit this comment to underscore the need for new agency guidelines
on vertical mergers, to describe the profound problems in the proposed guidelines, and to explain
that the DOJ’s 1968 Merger Guidelines (“1968 Merger Guidelines”) are a template on which the
agencies should build.
As examined in Part I, Congress, in enacting the Clayton Act, aimed to stop significant
horizontal, vertical, and conglomerate mergers and maintain decentralized market structures.
Congress viewed these mergers as threatening the economic and political interests of Americans.
Critically, Congress intended the Clayton Act to stop mergers that threaten competitive market
structures, not only mergers that are certain to reduce competition. Furthermore, otherwise illegal
mergers cannot be permitted because they promise to create productive efficiencies. Congress
sought to prevent increased concentration even if that theoretically prevents corporations from
achieving efficiencies through mergers and acquisitions.
Part II presents some of the important competitive harms from vertical mergers. These
mergers, which combine firms in an actual or potential buyer-seller relationship, can harm open
and competitive markets in multiple ways. Three harms are highlighted here. First, they can
empower newly integrated firms to cut off (or “foreclose”) upstream or downstream rivals that
rely on the products or services provided by one of the merged businesses. Vertically integrated
firms can raise the price of vital inputs, or deny them outright, to non-integrated downstream
rivals. They can also limit or block market access to non-integrated upstream competitors.
Second, vertical mergers can facilitate collusion: An upstream or downstream affiliate can serve
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as a conduit for sharing competitively sensitive information among rivals and can help to
coordinate prices. Third, vertical mergers can eliminate important potential competitors. For
instance, a dominant upstream firm can buy out a downstream firm that is the most likely to
expand backward and introduce competition in the upstream market.
As Part III shows, the need for vertical merger guidelines is clear. The current NonHorizontal Merger Guidelines are generally ignored by enforcers. Due to the absence of a clear
analytical framework, vertical mergers are governed by the nebulous rule of reason, which
impairs enforcement, frustrates business planning, and precludes public accountability.
Organizations across the political spectrum have called for new guidelines on how the agencies
analyze non-horizontal mergers, including vertical mergers.
Part IV describes the fundamental deficiencies in the proposed vertical merger guidelines
and explains why they should not be adopted. Most important, they flout the relevant law in two
ways. First, they ignore the incipiency standard in the Clayton Act and reflect agency revision—
not faithful application—of the statute and controlling precedent. Second, they recognize an
efficiencies defense to otherwise illegal mergers. The Supreme Court expressly rejected this
defense. The DOJ, FTC, and lower courts are not at liberty to ignore statute and precedent in
agency guidance documents, including those that do not carry the force of law.
Part V presents a superior model—the 1968 Merger Guidelines—and explains that they
set forth a strong template for enforcers to follow as they develop new vertical merger
guidelines. Three principles stand out:
1. The market shares of firms involved in a vertical merger are critical to analyzing the
competitive significance of the merger.
2. A merger that threatens to reduce competition should not be allowed on efficiency
grounds.
3. Reserving the right to examine mergers in their full context. For example, the
agencies should consider, as appropriate, factors such as the recent consolidation
history of an industry or the strategic importance of the firm involved in an
acquisition.
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Enforcers should recommit to and strengthen these three principles. These steps would help ensure
that the analytical framework of any new vertical merger guidelines is consistent with and
advances the legislative intent of the Clayton Act.
I. New Vertical Merger Guidelines Must Be Faithful to the Statutory Text and
Congressional Intent of the Clayton Act
Merger guidelines issued by the antitrust agencies serve as agency interpretations of the
Clayton Act. While agency guidelines do not carry the force of law, guidelines should still be
faithful to the underlying statute, as they serve as a form of notice to the public as to how the
agencies will challenge mergers. A clear understanding of the statutory text and congressional
intent of the Clayton Act is therefore a key prerequisite to issuing new guidelines.
Congress enacted the Clayton Act to preserve decentralized market structures and stop
mergers that threaten these structures. The Clayton Act, as amended by the 1950 Celler-Kefauver
Antimerger Act (“1950 Amendments”), reflects this congressional commitment and is designed
to compensate for the perceived shortcomings of the Sherman Act.1 Both the statutory text and
the legislative history of the Clayton Act reveal a congressional intent to stop mergers that pose a
reasonable threat to competitive market structures, not only mergers that are certain to do so.
Furthermore, Congress rejected the idea that mergers that threaten competition should still be
permitted if they might generate economies of scale or other productive efficiencies. The intent
was not to weigh the potential harms and benefits of any given merger, but to block harmful
mergers outright.
In enacting the Clayton Act, Congress sought to promote the dispersion of private power
and advance a range of economic and political interests. Corporate concentration was the
principal evil that the drafters of the Clayton Act and the 1950 Amendments sought to prevent
and combat.2 Members of Congress treated corporate concentration as a threat to consumers,

1

Eleanor M. Fox, Economic Concentration, Efficiencies and Competition: Social Goals and Political Choices, 46
ANTITRUST L.J. 882, 889–92 (1977).
2
A Senate report stated that “[t]he purpose of the proposed bill . . . is to limit future increases in the level of
economic concentration resulting from corporate mergers and acquisitions.” S. REP. NO. 1775, 81st Cong., 2d Sess.
3 (1950). A House report announced a similar purpose: “The bill is intended to permit intervention in such a
cumulative process [of acquisitions] when the effect of an acquisition may be a significant reduction in the vigor of
competition, even though this effect may not be so far-reaching as to amount to a combination in restraint of trade,
create a monopoly or constitute an attempt to monopolize.” H.R. REP. NO. 1191, 81st Cong., 1st Sess. 8 (1949).

3

businesses, and citizens. They recognized that corporate concentration harms consumers by
raising the price of goods and services and impairs the ability of small and medium-sized
businesses to compete.3 Concentration also aggrandizes the political power of corporations—and
their corporate executives and financiers—in ways that subvert democratic institutions.4 The
framers of the 1950 Amendments generally recognized this threat to democracy, and the two
named sponsors of the amendments drew a direct connection between the growth of cartels and
monopolies and the rise of fascism in Germany in the 1930s.5
The Clayton Act is an incipiency statute that stops corporate mergers (horizontal, vertical,
and conglomerate) that threaten competitive market structures. Congress drafted and enacted a
bill that imposes a lower legal burden on the government and other enforcers than the Sherman
Act does.6 The language of Section 7 speaks to this orientation. It prohibits mergers whose
effects “may be substantially to lessen competition, or to tend to create a monopoly.”7 This
language is probabilistic and aims to catch and stop mergers that may harm competition.
Given the incipiency standard of the Clayton Act, the Supreme Court and lower courts
have held that antitrust enforcers need to establish only that a merger reasonably threatens
competition. The Supreme Court has stated that the Clayton Act “can deal only with
probabilities, not with certainties”8 and that a more onerous legal burden would contradict “the
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congressional policy of thwarting [anticompetitive mergers] in their incipiency.”9 In
implementing this probabilistic standard, the government and other challengers do not have to
meet any “definite quantitative or qualitative tests.”10 The courts have consistently held that
plaintiffs in merger cases must only establish a “reasonable probability” of harm to
competition.11
In seeking to control corporate concentration, Congress not only lowered the burden on
plaintiffs, but it also rejected an efficiencies defense. Congress saw rising concentration as a
threat to the economic and political interests of Americans. A leading antitrust scholar has
written that “[w]e can be certain that Congress wanted to err on the side of losing productive
efficiency rather than risk the formation of market power.”12 Indeed, given the commitment to
limiting the political power of corporations, productive efficiencies under the Clayton Act should
be neutral at best, and may even generate undesirable outcomes. For example, through mergers
and acquisitions, firms can grow and achieve “productive efficiencies” in lobbying and
influencing government—a result antithetical to the purposes of the Clayton Act.13
At the same time, the Clayton Act does not impose a categorical prohibition on
businesses seeking to achieve productive efficiencies. It restricts one channel by which firms can
achieve efficiencies: mergers and acquisitions. But under the Clayton Act, even large firms can
still realize efficiencies through internal expansion.14
In reading the intent of Congress, the Supreme Court has rejected an efficiencies defense
in merger cases. In Brown Shoe, the Court wrote that “Congress appreciated that occasional
higher costs and prices might result from the maintenance of fragmented industries and markets .
. . . [and] resolved these competing considerations in favor of decentralization.”15 The Court
made a similar point in in Procter & Gamble, stating that “[p]ossible economies cannot be used
9
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as a defense to illegality.”16 And in United States v. Philadelphia National Bank, the Court
rejected judicial balancing of costs and benefits, once the government shows a merger violates
the Clayton Act.17
II. Vertical Mergers Can Threaten Competitive Market Structures in Multiple Ways
Vertical mergers between upstream suppliers of goods, services, and intellectual property
and downstream buyers can threaten competitive market structures in multiple ways. These
harms are especially probable when one of the affected markets is highly concentrated. Like
horizontal mergers, or mergers between competitors in the same market, vertical mergers can
make firms with market power even stronger. Three major harms of vertical mergers are
foreclosure, collusion, and loss of potential competition. In digital markets characterized by
network effects, vertical mergers can help cement dominant positions and prevent the emergence
of competition.18 Meanwhile, in markets characterized by decentralization and many
participants, vertical integration, whether by merger or by internal expansion, poses few
competitive risks and can enhance product quality and consumer choice.
For these and other reasons, law and policy in the United States have long favored
vertical separation between distribution and production in markets in which one segment is under
monopolistic or oligopolistic control.19 For instance, to address the threat to free expression from
consolidated, vertical control over both the distribution and production of television content, the
Federal Communication Commission’s (FCC) former Financial Interest and Syndication (Fin-
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Syn) Rules established partial vertical separation between television networks and content
ownership. The Fin-Syn Rules sought to limit “the excessive power of the three major
broadcasting networks in the financing, development and syndication of television
programming” and to “promote diversity of programming sources and distributors.”20 To do so,
the rules prohibited major television networks from owning prime-time programming and airing
syndicated programming in which they had a financial stake.21
Foreclosure
A principal threat to competition from vertical mergers is that of foreclosure.22 A
vertically integrated firm with market power in at least one market can deprive downstream
rivals of important production inputs. It can also deprive upstream competitors of important
buyers or distributors. Of the 48 DOJ and FTC challenges to vertical mergers from 1994 to 2015,
36 involved concerns that the merger likely would lead to foreclosure.23 Foreclosure can occur at
both the upstream or downstream levels of a supply chain, and a vertically integrated firm might
engage in one or both types of foreclosure.24 Either type of foreclosure hurts competition and
consumers and risks entrenching a dominant firm’s market position.
In an input-foreclosure strategy, a vertically integrated firm seeks to hurt competition in
the downstream market.25 When an upstream firm with market power merges with a downstream
firm, the threat of foreclosure is significant.26 The vertically integrated firm can raise the price or
withhold it entirely from downstream competitors. In other words, the vertically integrated firm
can use its power in the supplying market to raise downstream competitors’ costs and weaken
and even exclude them from the market.27 Patents can be one such input for downstream
20
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suppliers. For instance, a manufacturer that owns patented technology embodied in its main
product may refuse to license the patents to rival manufacturers or only license them on
unreasonable or discriminatory terms.28
By raising rivals’ costs, this type of foreclosure can weaken a downstream firm’s ability
to compete. For example, the FCC examined the vertical integration of content distributor
DirecTV with content owner News Corp., whose offerings included Fox and other networks. The
FCC found that “[a]verage monthly prices and the percentage price increase” in programming
fees to other content distributors “were both higher during periods of vertical integration.”29
Input foreclosure has also been documented in, among other markets, gasoline retail,
cable television, and railroads. Justine Hastings and Richard Gilbert studied wholesale gasoline
prices in the 1990s on the West Coast after a streak of mergers in that decade, many of which
were vertical, and found that “mergers in the gasoline industry that increase the extent of vertical
integration may lead to an increase in wholesale prices as a consequence of the incentive to raise
rivals’ costs.”30
Similarly, in her study of the vertical integration of programming and distribution in the
cable television industry, Tasneem Chipty found that “[v]ertical integration between cable
operators and premium program services results in the exclusion of rival services.”31 And in an
examination of vertical integration in the railroad industry, Curtis Grimm, Clifford Winston, and
Carol Evans concluded that “to the extent [non-integrated] interline competitors are eliminated
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by vertical integration … a welfare loss to shippers will result; if interline competition is
promoted, there will be a welfare gain.”32
In a customer-foreclosure strategy, a vertically integrated firm tries to hurt competitors in
the upstream market. Using buyer power in the downstream market, the vertically integrated firm
can reduce demand for the inputs of non-integrated upstream firms.33 Whereas input foreclosure
can be thought of as raising rivals’ costs, customer foreclosure can be thought of as reducing
rivals’ revenues. As a result, the vertically integrated firm marginalizes non-integrated upstream
firms and fortifies its market power.
Foreclosure can have additional harmful effects on competitive market structures beyond
the foreclosure of a non-integrated firm or segment by a vertically integrated firm. Salop and
Culley note that a vertically integrated firm with downstream buyer power “might threaten to
refuse to purchase [from other independent input suppliers] in order to induce the independent
input suppliers to raise prices to or withhold inputs from the merged firm’s downstream rivals.”34
The vertically integrated firm’s threat is different from a non-integrated firm’s threat to reduce
demand for inputs, because the vertically integrated firm can obtain inputs internally. A
vertically integrated company with upstream market power can follow an analogous strategy: It
can threaten to raise prices or withhold supply to non-integrated buyers unless they reduce their
purchases or refrain from purchasing from rival input suppliers. In the case of dominant online
firms, they can, following a vertical acquisition, undertake practices to disadvantage and exclude
their rivals in multiple markets.35
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Collusion
Vertical mergers can also increase the ease and likelihood of horizontal collusion among
direct competitors. This increased risk comes about in two ways: the sharing of sensitive cost and
price information, and the elimination of aggressive, or “maverick,” rivals.36
First, a vertical merger may allow sensitive information to be passed between firms and
thereby facilitate price coordination. In their joint guidance on information sharing among
competitors, the FTC and the DOJ stated, “[T]he sharing of information related to a market in
which the collaboration operates or in which the participants are actual or potential competitors
may increase the likelihood of collusion on matters such as price, output, or other competitively
sensitive variables.”37 A vertically integrated firm could obtain competitively sensitive
information through its relationship selling inputs to downstream purchasers and then share it
with its own downstream affiliate, ultimately helping to facilitate coordination on prices and
other terms in the downstream market.38
Second, vertical mergers can eliminate “maverick” firms. A “maverick” is a firm that
tends to defy the explicit or tacit rules or conventions in a market, such as pricing practices or
business models.39 An acquisition of a maverick firm could effectively remove this threat to an
otherwise stable collusive arrangement. If a maverick firm gets acquired by an upstream or
downstream player, that maverick may be less inclined to disrupt collusive behavior. Salop
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explains, “In a market where the upstream merging firm has been a maverick seller, whose
behavior deterred input market coordination, a vertical merger similarly might eliminate this
incentive and facilitate coordination in selling to rivals of its downstream division.”40 The
maverick can threaten more than collusive arrangements and may be poised to challenge an
incumbent’s dominance and its existing business model.41
Collusion and Foreclosure in Tandem
Additional harms from vertical integration come from a combination of foreclosure and
collusive behavior.42 First, foreclosure can act as a potent tool for maintaining a collusive
arrangement.43 A vertically integrated firm may foreclose on competitors to keep them in line
and make sure they continue to collude.44 The firm may also use foreclosure as a barrier to entry
and disadvantage new competitors from participating in a market and undermining a collusive
agreement.45
Foreclosure and collusion in tandem can also hurt non-integrated rivals and compel
prospective competitors to enter both upstream and downstream markets at the same time, a
requirement that serves as a strong deterrent to any entry at all. Parallel exclusionary conduct is
one mechanism by which such “two-level entry” becomes necessary. When multiple firms in an
industry integrate vertically, parallel exclusionary conduct against non-integrated competitors by
vertically integrated competitors becomes more likely. In a parallel exclusionary conduct
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strategy, “conduct, engaged in by multiple firms, . . . blocks or slows would be market
entrants.”46
In 2011, the FCC opposed the proposed merger between wireless providers AT&T and TMobile, in part, on parallel exclusion grounds. It observed that AT&T and Verizon participated
in exclusionary conduct against smaller non-integrated competitors.47 These smaller companies
both competed with, and purchased network capacity from, the major wireless companies in
order to serve their own customers. The leading wireless companies’ exclusionary conduct
“included the carriers' refusal, in parallel, to offer roaming or wholesale services to smaller
carriers or providers that might need such services to compete effectively.”48 The ultimate effect
of parallel exclusion is to make entry or survival in a market feasible only if an entrant or
competitor enters and competes at two levels of the supply chain.
Loss of Potential Competition
Vertical integration also can maintain concentrated market structures by eliminating
potential competitors.49 A non-integrated upstream firm may be the best positioned to enter into
a downstream market in the near term (likewise, a non-integrated downstream firm may be best
positioned to enter into an upstream market).50 By acquiring the upstream firm, a downstream
firm can eliminate this potential competitive threat. Potential competition is not a substitute for
actual competition and should not be counted on to constrain the power of incumbents.51
46
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However, the threat of a potential competitor becoming an actual competitor can provide one
important check on the power of a monopolist or a tight oligopoly.52
The case of the 2010 merger in the live music industry of Live Nation and Ticketmaster
is a high-profile illustration of how vertical integration can eliminate a potential competitor. Live
Nation and Ticketmaster were leaders in concert promotion and ticketing, respectively. Before
the merger, The New York Times reported, “Live Nation, which had long stayed in its lane as a
promoter and venue operator, had just begun to sell tickets and was taking on that role at some
110 venues.”53
In an unsuccessful attempt to preserve an important potential competitor in the ticketing
industry, the DOJ required Ticketmaster “to license its ticketing software – the proprietary
system that allowed it to service swarms of customers when a popular concert went on sale – to
its competitor AEG. It was also required to divest a ticketing subsidiary, Paciolan, to another
competitor.”54 But AEG has not used Ticketmaster’s software, and Paciolan has not grown into a
major competitor to Ticketmaster.55 Live Nation represented a distinct threat to Ticketmaster
because its leadership in event promotion would have allowed it to ticket its own events and
“achieve minimum viable scale.”56 The ultimate result of the Live Nation and Ticketmaster
merger is that “the ticketing market lost its most powerful future competitor.”57 The DOJ remedy
failed to preserve competition and allowed Live Nation to cement its dominance.58
Network Effects and Nascent Competitors
Products or services exhibiting network effects become more valuable to users as more
people use the product or service.59 Communications markets and products are a common
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example of industries exhibiting network effects; as Michael Katz and Carl Shapiro have pointed
out, “Owners of fax machines, for example, found those machines more valuable as others
bought (compatible) fax machines.”60 Network effects in digital markets means that vertical
mergers can neutralize emerging rivals and preserve concentrated market structures.
Due to network effects, one or a small number of firms can quickly gain control of a
market, as the growing number of users becomes a de facto barrier to entry for potential new
firms. Online platforms, in particular, find that business success increasingly means dominating a
market first, then reaping profits second.61 One of the concerns about online platform markets
and network effects centers around market “tipping,” or the “tendency of one system to pull
away from its rivals in popularity once it has gained an initial edge.”62
In markets defined by network effects and vulnerable to monopolistic control, dominant
and near-dominant firms’ acquisition of small—even nascent—competitors can stifle important
sources of emerging competition and cement and perpetuate monopoly. A new firm can quickly
attract users in one market (for example, photo sharing) and, on the strength of this user base,
enter an adjacent market (for instance, general social media).63 Under these circumstances,
vertical mergers can combine the traditional risks of vertical mergers with the added concern
about tipping and nascent competitors. In the presence of network effects, dominant firms have
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powerful motivations to buy out and neutralize emerging competitors, which could grow and
seize one market quickly and soon after challenge the dominant firm’s position directly.
At the FTC’s first “Competition and Consumer Protection in the 21st Century” hearing,
Fiona Scott Morton explained that market shares alone may be inadequate to gauge competitive
risks in markets where competition tends to be “winner-take-all” and that enforcers “would care
an awful lot about entry. We would care an awful lot about potential competition. We would care
an awful lot about acquisitions by the 99 percent of a teeny little epsilon percent.”64 The reason
for this shift in focus is that the small competitors might “not have a lot of share, but that is
where the competition is coming from. That 99 percent guy is afraid the [little] epsilon is going
to become one and attract all the teenagers and there is going to be a flip.”65
III. The Federal Trade Commission and Department of Justice Should Publish New
Vertical Merger Guidelines
The legal standards governing vertical mergers are amorphous. Due to the lack of current
guidelines,66 vertical mergers are evaluated under a rule of reason framework. Enforcers have to
define relevant markets, compute market shares and concentrations, and show probable harmful
effects to establish a prima facie case.67 Defendants can challenge this prima facie case,
including through the showing of merger-specific efficiencies,68 despite the Supreme Court’s
rejection of this defense in the 1960s.69 The rule of reason frustrates enforcement, introduces
subjectivity, impedes business planning, and prevents public accountability.70 It also forces
generalist judges to make the type of decisions ordinarily reserved for legislators and regulators.
The district court’s decision in United States v. AT&T Inc. illustrates the deficiencies of the
current standard for determining the legality of vertical mergers.71
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The current “totality of the economic circumstances” standard for vertical mergers hurts
enforcers and businesses. When reviewing a vertical merger, antitrust enforcers have no clear
criteria or markers for screening harmful mergers from benign ones. Indeed, for all types of
mergers, enforcers and courts must engage every time in an exhaustive factual investigation to
determine whether a proposed consolidation is likely to have a probable harm on competition.72
This type of analytical framework has “subvert[ed] congressional intent by permitting a toobroad economic investigation”73 and is inconsistent with the Clayton Act.74 For businesses, the
lack of guidelines impairs planning. Without guidelines, businesses cannot know with any
certainty whether their vertical merger will pass muster or run afoul of the Clayton Act.
For members of the public, the lack of rules or even presumptions on vertical mergers
compounds the existing opacity of the merger review process.75 Under the current merger review
process, whether a certain vertical merger is legal or illegal is unknown and indeed often
unknowable for even an informed observer. When the government does challenge a merger, the
public cannot easily know whether a suit was filed because the merger posed a reasonable threat
to competition or because the merging parties had earned the wrath of the president and
executive branch officials.76 Vertical mergers that appear to have striking similarities on the
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surface may receive very different treatment from antitrust enforcers, for reasons unknown to the
public.77
The rule of reason approach also makes extraordinary demands on the judiciary. Federal
judges are generalists who typically do not have experience or specialized knowledge in
antitrust. Under the standards governing vertical mergers, however, the judiciary must set “sail
on a sea of doubt”78 and “ramble through wilds of economic theory.”79 Both the government and
defendants devote significant resources—assigning or hiring large teams of lawyers and
economists—to review all relevant facts and build cases on why a merger likely will, or will not,
hurt competition. This type of “cost-benefit analysis” is more akin to legislative or regulatory
deliberation than litigation in court.80 Ultimately, a judge, or a panel of judges, must decide
whether the government or the merging parties’ story of the future is more credible. As a result,
vertical merger litigation is unwieldy, costly, and unpredictable.81
Judge Richard Leon’s June 2018 decision in United States v. AT&T Inc.82 illustrates the
deficiencies of the current approach to vertical mergers. Judge Leon reviewed all the relevant
facts, applied what he asserted is the appropriate legal standard, and ruled against the
government. While ruling against the government alone is not an adequate basis for indicting the
Consider the Department of Justice’s very different responses to two recent mergers that appeared to have
significant vertical effects. Compare Press Release, U.S. Dep’t of Justice, Justice Department Challenges
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Requires CVS and Aetna to Divest Aetna’s Medicare Individual Part D Prescription Drug Plan Business to Proceed
with Merger (Oct. 10, 2018), https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-requires-cvs-and-aetna-divestaetna-s-medicare-individual-part-d.
78
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judge’s decision, his opinion features multiple inconsistencies and reflects the subjectivity of
contemporary vertical merger enforcement—and antitrust decision-making in general—under the
rule of reason. Judge Leon systematically accepted the merging parties’ evidence and disparaged
the government’s, even when it meant being inconsistent. For instance, Judge Leon credited the
testimony of industry executives who supported AT&T’s account of the merger but dismissed
the testimony of critical executives from rivals as self-serving.83 The judge failed to explain why
the executives supporting the merger were proxies for the public whereas other executives were
not.84 He further implied that, post-merger, the new AT&T-Time Warner would seek to
maximize the profits of individual business divisions and not the entire company.85
For these reasons, organizations from across the ideological spectrum have lamented the
status quo and called for vertical merger guidelines. While new guidelines would not carry the
force of law nor bind the courts, they would likely be influential and granted significant
deference by judges reviewing vertical mergers.86 The bipartisan Antitrust Modernization
Commission (“AMC”) in its 2007 report recommended that the antitrust agencies publish new
guidelines for non-horizontal, including vertical, mergers.87 In this recommendation, which was
joined by the current head of the Antitrust Division, the AMC stated that “providing an
explanation of how the agencies undertake analysis in non-horizontal mergers would supply
beneficial transparency.”88
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The American Bar Association, in presidential transition reports in 2013 and 2017 on the
state of antitrust, called for new vertical merger guidelines.89 The center-left American Antitrust
Institute has urged the antitrust agencies to “update and expand the Non-Horizontal Merger
Guidelines and bring them in line with modern treatment of mergers involving the elimination of
a potential competitor or an independent producer of a complementary product.”90
IV. The Proposed Vertical Merger Guidelines Are Inconsistent With the Clayton Act and
Provide Little Guidance to the Public and Businesses
While the need for vertical merger guidelines is clear, the proposed guidelines have
fundamental problems and should not be adopted. They represent an attempt by the federal
antitrust agencies to subvert the Clayton Act, as opposed to faithfully applying and enforcing it.
First, the guidelines ignore the incipiency standard of the Clayton Act and instead use the higher
standard of the Sherman Act. Second, they include an efficiencies defense, even though the
Supreme Court expressly rejected this defense in three influential decisions in the 1960s. The
agencies are bound to follow the text, purpose, and judicial interpretations of the Clayton Act
and are not at liberty to rewrite it.
The proposed guidelines ignore the incipiency standard of the Clayton Act. Congress
aimed to correct weaknesses in the Sherman Act and enacted the Clayton Act to reach
consolidation before it can inflict harm on the public. As discussed earlier, the Clayton Act is
intended to stop mergers that threaten to undermine competition or create a monopoly. Yet, the
guidelines are drafted with no consideration nor acknowledgement of this anti-merger standard.
They do not use the word “incipiency” or “incipient” even once. As Commissioner Slaughter
noted in her statement abstaining from the vote to publish the guidelines,91 the guidelines appear
to apply the higher standard embodied in the Sherman Act.
On top of not acknowledging the incipiency standard in text, the proposed guidelines
conflict with it in two specific ways. First, the one concrete guidance in the proposed
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guidelines— the safe harbor for vertical mergers that combine two firms each with less than 20
percent in their relevant markets—is contrary to the incipiency standard. The Supreme Court
made clear that the agencies should block consolidation well before it created a highly
concentrated market, due to foreclosure or otherwise. In the landmark Brown Shoe decision, the
Court wrote:
[I]t is apparent that a keystone in the erection of a barrier to what Congress saw was the
rising tide of economic concentration, was its provision of authority for arresting mergers
at a time when the trend to a lessening of competition in a line of commerce was still in
its incipiency. Congress saw the process of concentration in American business as a
dynamic force; it sought to assure the Federal Trade Commission and the courts the
power to brake this force at its outset and before it gathered momentum.92
Permitting vertical consolidation, with little or no scrutiny, until the 20 percent market share
threshold is reached contravenes this clear directive from Congress and the Supreme Court.
Second, the guidelines articulate an open-ended rule of reason framework, presenting a list of
factors that the agencies will consider when evaluating vertical mergers. This rule of reason is
inconsistent with the incipiency standard and fails to provide guidance to businesses and the
public. By requiring a broad investigation and implicitly a showing of significant economic
effects, this framework “subvert[s] congressional intent by permitting a too-broad economic
investigation”93 By disregarding the incipiency standard, the proposed guidelines conflict with
the text, purpose, and Supreme Court interpretations of the Clayton Act.
The proposed guidelines also recognize an efficiencies defense, in contravention of
Supreme Court precedent. As discussed in Section I, the Supreme Court rejected an efficiencies
defense for illegal mergers. The Court could not have been clearer on this point, stating in one
decision that “[p]ossible economies cannot be used as a defense to illegality.”94 The Court
recognized the underlying purpose of the Clayton Act: Congress did not intend to categorically
bar corporations, even large corporations, from achieving economies of scale and other
efficiencies. Congress sought to promote growth through internal expansion—investment in new
92
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plants and facilities that expand the nation’s productive capacity—instead of mergers and
acquisitions, which represent the purchase, sale, and combination of existing business assets.95
Accordingly, a large firm seeking to enter an adjacent market can do this by hiring the personnel
and investing in the facilities necessary to participate in this market in lieu of buying out an
existing firm in this market. The DOJ and FTC must follow the Supreme Court’s rejection of an
efficiencies defense, not ignore it based on some theoretical arguments supporting corporate
consolidation.
V. In Developing New Vertical Merger Guidelines, the FTC and the DOJ Should Build on
the 1968 Merger Guidelines
In embracing the bipartisan call for new vertical merger guidelines, the FTC and the DOJ
should look to the DOJ’s 1968 Merger Guidelines as a model on which to build. It is worth
remembering that the Clayton Act is broader than the Sherman Act and intended to reach
conduct that may not necessarily violate the Sherman Act. The 1968 Merger Guidelines are
consistent with the statutory text and legislative intent of the Clayton Act.
Like its approach to horizontal mergers, the 1968 Merger Guidelines’ approach to
vertical mergers protects decentralized market structures.96 In its section on vertical mergers, the
1968 Merger Guidelines explain, “the Department [of Justice]’s enforcement activity … is
intended to prevent changes in market structure that are likely to lead over the course of time to
significant anticompetitive consequences.”97 Those consequences are more likely to occur when
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a vertical merger “tends significantly to raise barriers to entry … or to disadvantage existing nonintegrated or partly integrated firms in either market in ways unrelated to economic efficiency.”98
The 1968 Merger Guidelines establish market share thresholds that would trigger a
challenge from enforcers. By relying on market shares, the 1968 Merger Guidelines reflect the
Clayton Act’s purpose “to preserve and promote market structures conducive to competition.”99
These guidelines recognize that “emphasizing a limited number of structural factors also
facilitates both enforcement decision-making and business planning.”100 The DOJ announced
that it would “ordinarily challenge” a merger between an upstream firm with 10 or more percent
of its market and a downstream firm or firms with 6 percent or more of their respective
markets.101
While the 1968 Merger Guidelines recognize the possibility of productive efficiencies
from mergers, they, in accordance with congressional intent and controlling Supreme Court
precedents,102 do not permit otherwise illegal mergers on efficiency grounds.103 In theory, some
vertical integration can allow companies to make a product more efficiently.104 Nonetheless, the
guidelines say, “integration accomplished by a large vertical merger will usually raise entry
barriers or disadvantage competitors to an extent not accounted for by, and wholly
disproportionate to, such economies as may result from the merger.”105
The 1968 Merger Guidelines provide two additional justifications for rejecting an
efficiencies defense. First, if a company can become more efficient through vertical integration,
those efficiencies “can normally be realized through internal expansion into the supplying or
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purchasing market.”106 Through internal expansion, companies can integrate forward or
backward along their supply chain without merging with another company. Second, even if there
are obstacles to a firm’s vertical integration through internal expansion, the 1968 Merger
Guidelines state that companies could still achieve efficiencies by acquiring smaller firms that
would not exceed the thresholds laid out in the guidelines.107
In using the 1968 Merger Guidelines as a template, the agencies should update and refine
them. For instance, markets with network effects have clear consequences for merger
enforcement. Enforcers need to be sensitive to dominant players buying up potential competitors
that could threaten their market control in the future. As some commentators have argued,
dominant firms may engage in predatory or otherwise apparently “irrational” behavior “because
the economics and business dynamics of online platforms create incentives for companies to
pursue growth at the expense of profits.”108
Enforcers should be vigilant toward dominant platforms’ acquisitions of seemingly small
or marginal firms and be ready to block acquisitions that may be part of a monopoly protection
strategy. Dominant firms should not be permitted to expand through vertical acquisitions and cut
off budding threats before these have a chance to bloom. Just as it is “inimical to the purpose of
the Sherman Act to allow monopolists free reign to squash nascent, albeit unproven, competitors
at will,”109 it should be illegal under the Clayton Act’s incipiency standard for firms with market
power to buy out nascent competitors.
Adopting key principles from the 1968 Merger Guidelines would not create perfect
transparency or predictability but would greatly increase both relative to the status quo. The
agencies would still have to define relevant product and geographic markets. And as with any
guidelines, the standard and approach set forth would not be completely determinative in
deciding whether to challenge a merger. The 1968 Merger Guidelines were not, either. But they
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represented a postwar recognition of the dangers of unchecked consolidation and calibrated law
enforcement to aid in business planning while remaining flexible enough to handle individual
cases. “In certain exceptional circumstances,” the guidelines indicated, “the structural factors
used in these guidelines will not alone be conclusive,” and the guidelines cited “basic
technological changes … creating new industries” as an example that might lead the DOJ to try
to block a merger, even though the guidelines would seem to allow it, or might lead the DOJ to
decline to block it, even though the guidelines might call for otherwise.110 Whereas subsequent
guidelines indicated that the government would consider some mergers “practically
unassailable,” the agencies under the 1968 Merger Guidelines reserved the right to challenge any
merger.111
VI. Conclusion
The need for vertical merger guidelines is clear. Vertical mergers can threaten
competitive market structures in multiple ways. First, they can allow newly integrated firms to
foreclose non-integrated upstream or downstream rivals. Vertically integrated firms can raise the
price of vital inputs or deny them outright to non-integrated downstream rivals. They can also
reduce or block market access to non-integrated upstream competitors. Second, vertical mergers
can facilitate collusion: An upstream or downstream affiliate can share information among rivals
and serve to coordinate prices. Third, vertical mergers can eliminate downstream or upstream
firms that are the most likely to expand backward or forward and compete in the future.
The Open Markets Institute joins a range of organizations that have called for new
guidelines. The current Non-Horizontal Merger Guidelines are generally ignored by enforcers.
Because of the lack of a clear analytical framework, the federal antitrust enforcers and courts
evaluate vertical mergers under the nebulous rule of reason, which impairs enforcement,
frustrates business planning, and hurts public accountability. The lack of guidance introduces
uncertainty and subjectivity into the law, as powerfully illustrated by Judge Leon’s June 2018
ruling against the government in United States v. AT&T Inc.
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The proposed vertical guidelines, however, have fundamental deficiencies and should not
be adopted. They flout the Clayton Act in two ways. First, they ignore the incipiency standard in
the Clayton Act and reflect agency revision—not faithful application—of the statute and
controlling precedent. Second, they recognize an efficiencies defense to otherwise illegal
mergers. The Supreme Court expressly rejected this defense. The FTC and the DOJ are not at
liberty to ignore statute and precedent in agency guidance documents, including those that do not
carry the force of law, and must honor the text and purpose of federal statutory law.
The FTC and the DOJ should abandon the proposed vertical merger guidelines and draft
guidelines that advance the purpose of the Clayton Act. Two essential principles for vertical
merger guidelines today should be the 1968 Merger Guidelines’ emphasis on market share
thresholds and the rejection of an efficiency justification for a merger, based on the Clayton
Act’s aim of stopping mergers that threaten competitive market structures. In accordance with
the Clayton Act, once firms reach a certain size, they should not be allowed to engage in vertical
mergers and acquisitions that could protect or enhance their market power.
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Commenters

The Open Markets Institute is a nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting fair and
competitive markets. It does not accept any funding or donations from for-profit corporations. Its
mission is to safeguard our political economy from concentrations of private power that
undermine competition and threaten liberty, democracy, and prosperity. The vigorous
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economy and democracy from monopoly and oligopoly. The Open Markets Institute regularly
provides expertise on antitrust law and competition policy to Congress, federal agencies, courts,
journalists, and other members of the public.

The American Economic Liberties Project is a new, independent organization fighting against
concentrated corporate power to realize economic liberty for all, in support of a secure, inclusive
democratic society. Our independent team and growing network include policymakers, lawyers,
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consolidations of economic and political power.

Frank Pasquale is the Piper & Marbury Professor of Law at the University of Maryland. He is
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reputation, search, and finance, and promotes pragmatic reforms to improve the information
economy. He is on the academic advisory board of the Open Markets Institute. He is also an
Affiliate Fellow at Yale University’s Information Society Project, a member of the National
Committee on Vital and Health Statistics and of the American Law Institute.

Maurice E. Stucke is the Douglas A. Blaze Distinguished Professor of Law at the University of
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United Nations, and World Bank. He co-authored three books: Competition Overdose: How Free
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Economy (Harvard University Press 2016); and Big Data and Competition Policy (Oxford
University Press 2016). He is on the academic advisory board of the Open Markets Institute. He
also serves as a nongovernmental advisor to the International Competition Network and on the
boards of the Institute for Consumer Antitrust Studies, the American Antitrust Institute, and the
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