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Two years ago, we celebrated the 100th anniversaries of both the FTC and the Clayton Act, which
created the U.S. Federal Trade Commission (FTC). The Sherman Act – America’s first significant
antitrust law – dates back to the end of the 19th century. Certainly, a lot has changed in the world over the
past century. The global economy is increasingly interconnected. Information and goods move faster
than ever. Because of this, it is sometimes said that competition in the so-called “new-economy” is
different from competition in old-economy markets and that antitrust law and competition enforcers
cannot keep pace with changes in high-tech markets. 2 Critics suggest that antitrust enforcers should not
intervene in dynamic markets given the risk that even well-intentioned enforcement may do more harm
than good. 3
Here’s what I believe: antitrust enforcers play a vital role in protecting competition and
promoting innovation in the high-tech, digital economy – and must continue to do so. It is true that
competition in certain digital and high-tech markets may operate differently from certain traditional
markets. For example, pricing may play less of a role in many high-tech markets where products and
services are frequently offered to consumers for “free.” Economies of scale in consumption – commonly
referred to as network effects – may play a greater role in certain digital markets. The effects of scale
may make certain digital markets more susceptible to consolidation of market power. At the same time,
entry may be easier in many digital markets compared to traditional markets that require substantial
upfront investment in physical plants and equipment.
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These market factors are important. But our antitrust tools are flexible. So long as we are careful
to apply them with sensitivity to the competitive dynamics of digital and high-tech markets, we do not
need a different set of rules to address these factors – though we do need to be willing to use all the tools
at our disposal. 4 And we absolutely should not turn a blind eye toward anticompetitive behavior in hightech markets simply because we cannot predict the future with certainty or because they are fast-moving
and dynamic. Doing so could not only result in harms to consumers and competition going unchecked, it
could also harm innovation.
In this paper, I address a few of the key issues related to the role of competition enforcers in
digital and high-tech markets. First, I emphasize the importance of the FTC’s advocacy role in promoting
innovation. Next, I comment on the use of innovation in market analysis and describe how innovation
considerations often play an important role in merger review, even in cases where the agencies do not
specifically define an “innovation” or “R&D” market. Third, I discuss the role competition enforcers
play in achieving the appropriate balance between intellectual property protection and competition in
order to optimize innovation. 5 Lastly, I address some of the potential antitrust frontiers in the digital
world, including “big data” and some of the novel issues raised by pricing algorithms.
Advocating for Innovation & Disruption – And the Competition It Brings
Competition enforcers play an important role in promoting innovation by advocating for
disruptive entrants. In this role enforcers like the FTC encourage the elimination of unnecessary barriers
to competition and entry that can often be erected when incumbents and legacy industries control state or
local regulatory processes. The FTC has a long history of advocating for competition at the state and
local levels. When Internet retailers first began making sales to consumers, incumbent brick and mortar
retailers sought regulatory protection against these new entrants in a number of markets. The FTC
advocated against regulatory barriers to online entry in numerous markets from contact lenses to wine
shipments. 6 The FTC has also promoted competition in health care by, among other things, advocating
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against certain barriers to health care delivery by non-physician providers. 7 Most recently, the FTC has
submitted comments to multiple cities and taxicab authorities urging that regulations be limited to
legitimate safety and consumer protection issues, and not impede competition from new ride-hailing
platforms (such as those offered by Uber and Lyft). 8 FTC officials also recently criticized as “bad policy”
state laws designed to protect the automobile dealership model from competition from Tesla’s direct-toconsumer sales strategy – a new business model. 9
The FTC also lends its expertise on competition to other government agencies considering issues
that raise competition policy concerns. For example, last year the FTC submitted a comment to the
Office of the National Coordinator for Health Information Technology (ONC), the U.S. federal entity
charged with coordination of nationwide efforts to implement advanced health information technology
and the electronic exchange of health information. 10 The FTC provided guidance on how to foster
innovation and competition when designing rules to speed the adoption of interoperability standards. In
so doing, the FTC contributed its considerable expertise in promoting competition in the health care
sector to help ensure that the growing market for health IT systems is open to entry and innovation. The
the Bureau of Competition, FTC, et al. to New York Assemblyman William Magee et al. (Mar. 29, 2004),
http://www.ftc.gov/be/v040012.pdf;
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FTC has also encouraged the U.S. International Trade Commission (ITC) to consider the potential for
anticompetitive hold-up under its statutory public interest factors. 11
At its inception, the FTC was also endowed with the authority to study trends in the marketplace
to inform itself and develop expertise as markets evolve. 12 This mandate has proven crucial to the FTC’s
ability to keep pace with new technology and the competitive implications of innovations. The FTC uses
its authority in a variety of ways – such as by conducting workshops and soliciting comments from
industry participants and studying industries using its 6(b) authority – to improve the FTC’s base of
knowledge and to add to the information that is available to policymakers, academics, industry
participants, and the public at large. As part of this ongoing process, last year the FTC hosted a workshop
entitled “The ‘Sharing’ Economy: Issues Facing Platforms, Participants, and Regulators.” 13 A variety of
panelists discussed the economics of platform design, as well as the benefits and potential challenges of
current innovations in the sharing space. In particular, the panel explained the role of regulation in
competition between incumbents and disruptive entrants. Entrants spoke of challenges in overcoming
protectionist regulatory barriers erected at the behest of incumbents. On the other hand, certain
incumbents expressed concern that new platform-based entrants were obtaining an artificial competitive
advantage by evading regulations that applied to incumbent firms. While the circumstances in individual
markets differ, consumers are best served when marketplace success is determined by competitive merit,
rather than by unjustified disparate regulatory treatment of incumbents and entrants.
The FTC is currently using its authority to issue compulsory process to study trends in markets –
its “6(b) authority” – to examine the activities and impact on innovation of patent assertion entities
(PAEs). The activity of PAEs differs from the classic activity of other non-practicing entities (NPEs).
NPEs do not themselves commercialize novel technologies, but they frequently develop and transfer these
technologies. PAEs, by contrast, typically purchase patents from existing owners and seek to earn
revenues by licensing (or litigating against) manufacturers that are already using the patented technology.
There is much we do not understand about PAEs including their impact on competition and innovation.
The FTC’s report will help to fill this gap and allow industry participants, policymakers, and academics to
gain a better understanding of the PAE business model.
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Thus, at the outset, I think it is important to emphasize that the role of the FTC is not merely one
of a reactive enforcer when it comes to promoting innovation. The U.S. antitrust agencies are frequently
out in front, using the principles of competition law to help ensure that new and exciting ideas have the
opportunity to succeed on their merits.
Considering Harms to Innovation in Merger Review
While we all agree that innovation is important, the circumstances that best promote innovation
can be difficult to pin down. Economists have drawn no firm conclusions about the existence of a general
relationship between market structure and innovation. 14 Yet in individual merger cases, innovation
effects can be predicted with some degree of confidence. In these cases, antitrust enforcers should and do
incorporate innovation effects into our analysis. For this reason, the revised 2010 Horizontal Merger
Guidelines include a section that specifically addresses innovation effects.15
In a traditional commodity market – cement, for example – we generally can analyze the
competitive effects of a merger by looking at price and quantity. If a particular merger is likely to raise
prices or reduce quantity, we can be reasonably confident that that merger is anticompetitive. But for
many digital markets, a traditional price-based approach to competition analysis may be ineffective. This
is particularly true in what are known as two-sided markets, where one side may subsidize the prices users
pay on the other side.
Indeed, in the digital context, there are a myriad of examples of products and services offered to
customers for “free” – such as Internet search engines; social networks like Facebook and Twitter;
booking engines such as OpenTable and Expedia; and even software such as Adobe PDF. Competition
can be vigorous even where products or services are offered for free. Often that competition takes the
form of innovation to provide customers with quality improvements or new products. The issue is
whether to look just at price effects on the paying side of these platforms, or whether to consider harms –
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such as to quality and innovation – on the free side. 16 The Guidelines’ section on innovation makes clear
that we look at both sides in the merger enforcement context.
This is precisely what the FTC did in its review of Zillow-Trulia, which the Commission voted
unanimously to close last year. On the paying side of the platform, staff investigated whether a merged
Zillow-Trulia would be able to profitably raise advertising prices to real estate agents. But staff also
examined whether the merger would reduce the combined entity’s incentives to innovate by developing
new features attractive to consumers, ultimately concluding that it would not. 17
The FTC routinely challenges mergers that would harm competition in the research and
development of new drugs and treatments. In some situations, we may look specifically at an “innovation
market” or “R&D market.” But innovation is often a key factor in conventional antitrust analysis. When
a firm is planning to enter or expand its presence in a particular market, there is often some meaningful
innovation at the heart of that firm’s business plan. Three recent examples from FTC enforcement
proceedings illustrate this point.
The first is the Commission’s challenge in late 2014 to Verisk Analytics’ proposed acquisition of
EagleView Technology. That case focused on the market for rooftop aerial measurement products,
commonly known as “roof reports.” 18 EagleView was the leading U.S. provider of these roof reports.
Verisk was the leading provider of downstream software platforms, but had recently made a foray into the
market for roof reports themselves. There was strong qualitative evidence that Verisk was uniquely well
positioned to compete against EagleView in providing roof reports. One of the things the FTC examined
was the likely future competition between the merging parties to offer customers ever more innovative
products. 19 In particular, Verisk had invested in capturing higher-resolution aerial images than those used
by EagleView, which promised even more accurate measurement tools for customers.20 So while the
16
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FTC did not define an “innovation” market, innovation nonetheless played a crucial role in staff’s
analysis and in the decision to challenge the merger.
The second example is the FTC’s challenge last year to the merger between Steris and Synergy,
the second and third-largest sterilization companies in the world. Synergy did not operate in the United
States, but company documents showed that it was working to introduce an innovative x-ray sterilization
technology into the United States to compete against Steris. While other forms of sterilization exist in the
United States, none of the existing market participants offered x-ray sterilization on a commercially
significant scale. The Commission alleged that the merger would harm future competition by terminating
Synergy’s entry plans and would deprive customers of a promising new sterilization technology. 21
Unfortunately, last September the district court judge denied the FTC’s request for injunctive
relief. The judge disagreed with the FTC that Synergy would have entered the United States with x-ray
sterilization services within a reasonable amount of time to compete against Steris. The Commission
subsequently dismissed the administrative action. While I disagreed with the district court judge’s ruling,
this matter nevertheless provides a concrete example of the Commission’s willingness to take innovation
and quality competition seriously by considering the potentially disruptive effects of new technologies.
The third example is the Commission’s 2013 consent in the Nielsen/Arbitron matter. In that case,
which was before my time at the Commission, the FTC required a divestiture of competitive assets
because the merging parties were the best-positioned firms to develop a cross-platform audience
measurement product increasingly sought by media companies and advertisers – even though that product
had “yet to be developed and marketed.” 22
The Department of Justice (DOJ) also looks closely at innovation in its merger analysis. Two
years ago, the DOJ prevailed in its challenge of Bazaarvoice’s consummated acquisition of
PowerReviews – a case that involved online product review and ratings platforms. 23 In that case, DOJ
alleged that the two companies had previously engaged in “feature driven one-upmanship,” and that the
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transaction “significantly reduced incentives to . . . invest in innovation.” 24 The court in Bazaarvoice
acknowledged that the social commerce industry was “at an early stage of development, rapidly evolving,
fragmented, and subject to potential disruption by technological innovations” and that “the future
composition of the industry as a whole is unpredictable.” 25 Judge Orrick held, however, that “while
Bazaarvoice indisputably operates in a dynamic and evolving field, it did not present evidence that the
evolving nature of the market itself precludes the merger’s likely anticompetitive effects.”26
Even in dynamic markets, changes in market structure may be episodic and infrequent.
Facebook’s displacement of Myspace is often cited as an example of the tenuous position of seemingly
dominant firms in digital markets. Over time, Facebook’s market position has remained stable and
arguably strengthened. Google has been the leading U.S. search engine for twelve years running and has
accounted for over 60 percent of searches since 2008. 27 I am not suggesting that the continued success of
either company is problematic in and of itself. My point is merely that industry structure may prove as
durable in digital and high-tech fields as in “old economy” markets. It would be a mistake to view the
mere possibility of disruptive entry as a reason to refrain from appropriate antitrust enforcement in digital
and high-tech markets.
Stopping Conduct That Harms Innovation: The Intersection of IP & Competition
It is generally acknowledged that a careful balance is required between competition and
intellectual property protections to optimize innovation and output. The fundamental question for policy
makers is the degree of strength necessary for intellectual property protections. Ultimately, this is a
decision for legislators. But it is the job of courts and agencies to seek an accommodation between
antitrust and intellectual property protections in individual instances. From a competition perspective,
intellectual property protections represent a valuable market correction that increases the incentives to
create intellectual property. The optimal level of protection varies by the type of intellectual property and
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underlying industry. 28 But a lawful patent or other IP right – a lawful monopoly – may nonetheless be
used or extended in unlawful ways.
The FTC is confronting the question of how and where to draw the lines between competition and
IP on a number of fronts – challenging anticompetitive reverse payments, studying the role played by
PAEs, and ensuring that standard essential patents (SEPs) are used to encourage standard-setting and not
to engage in “hold-up.” Getting the balance right on these issues is important to promoting the dual goals
of innovation and competition.
The Commission is probably most well-known for its work related to reverse payment
settlements (or “pay-for-delay” agreements). 29 The settlement of a Hatch-Waxman patent infringement
suit has the potential to cause competitive harm if the generic manufacturer agrees to delay its entry into
the market in exchange for some sort of compensation from the brand name manufacturer that the generic
could not have obtained even if it prevailed in the infringement litigation. In this situation, the brand and
generic each make more money by sharing in the brand’s monopoly profits instead of competing –
reducing output and harming consumers who pay higher prices for prescription drugs.
For nearly two decades, the FTC has worked to stop anticompetitive reverse payment settlements.
The Supreme Court’s 2013 decision in Actavis was a major victory for the FTC because it confirmed the
potential harm to competition from reverse payments. Developments since have been positive – the
number of reverse payment settlements has decreased and more patent disputes are now being settled
without reverse payments. 30
Last year, the FTC secured a $1.2 billion settlement in FTC v. Cephalon, a case involving
anticompetitive reverse payments that delayed generic competition for the blockbuster sleep disorder drug
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Provigil. Money will go to reimburse those who overpaid for Provigil. 31 As part of the settlement, Teva
Pharmaceuticals, which bought Cephalon, also agreed not to use certain types of anticompetitive patent
settlements going forward.
The FTC will continue to act when there is evidence that these types of reverse payments are
anticompetitive. Just this spring, the FTC filed suit against Endo and several generic firms for entering
into illegal reverse payment agreements to delay entry of generic versions of two drugs, Opana ER and
Lidoderm. 32 Endo is the first FTC case that challenges a no-authorized generic (no-AG) commitment as a
form of reverse payment. When a generic enters a market, the branded firm commonly introduces an
“authorized generic” version of the drug, which it sells at a discount to the branded price as a way of
recapturing some of the sales that it would otherwise lose to the generic entrant. By making a no-AG
commitment, a branded firm gives up its right to market an authorized generic in competition against the
entrant following the agreed-upon generic entry date.
The statutory and regulatory aspects of the pharmaceutical sector are unique. But the role that
competition enforcers play in striking a balance between intellectual property and competition is not. The
FTC has also been actively involved in study, advocacy and enforcement in the standard setting context –
specifically examining the licensing of patents that are essential to standards, so-called standard essential
patents or “SEPs” and the potential for patent-holders to use these SEPs for hold-up. At the outset, it is
crucial to understand that a FRAND commitment is a voluntary commitment by a patent holder to license
its intellectual property on fair, reasonable, and non-discriminatory terms in exchange for the inclusion of
its technology in a standard. FRAND commitments arose organically among standard-setting
organizations (SSOs) in order to mitigate hold-up, and were not imposed on SSOs by governments or
other outside parties. 33
Hold-up refers to the fact that the bargaining position of a patent-holder may increase
considerably after a patent is included in the standard. Once firms begin to make investments to practice
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the standard, they become locked-in. 34 By taking advantage of this enhanced bargaining position, a
standard-essential patent (SEP) holder can demand higher royalty rates, or other more favorable licensing
terms, than it could have obtained before lock-in occurred. As Dennis Carlton has explained, once a
patent is included in a standard, “the patent owner definitely has some additional market power conferred
on him that he can exploit in the absence of a constraint on him.” 35 That added market power derives
from the value of the standard itself, rather than the value of the underlying intellectual property. 36
Hold-up is a standard, straightforward concept in economics. Oliver Williamson won the Nobel
Prize in economics in 2009 due in no small part to his work showing how opportunistic behavior such as
hold-up can lead to inefficient economic outcomes. 37 Patent hold-up can hamper standard-setting efforts,
distort incentives for innovation, and potentially lead to higher prices and reduced output for consumers. 38
Hold-up becomes an antitrust issue when parties obtain their leverage as a result of standard-setting,
which substitutes collective decision making by competitors for the normal competitive process.
By making a FRAND commitment, an SEP-holder chooses to monetize its technology through
licensing rather than through exclusion. This makes it inappropriate, in most circumstances, for an SEPholder to seek injunctive or exclusionary relief. As Carl Shapiro has explained, “[t]he economics here
clearly teaches us that exclusion orders or injunctions tip the balance of power in negotiations towards
royalties that are excessive rather than just reasonable.” 39
The good news is that the SEP system works well overall. The Supreme Court’s decision in eBay
Inc. v. MercExchange, LLC “provides a framework for evaluating whether to issue an injunction in the
34
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36

As a general principle, a FRAND rate should reflect value that the patented technology brings to consumers,
relative to the other technologies available when the technology was chosen for the standard. See, e.g., Ericsson,
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January 8, 2011, at 3, https://www.princeton.edu/~dixitak/home/NobelLunchTalkJan2011.pdf.
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standard-setting context.” 40 The U.S. International Trade Commission is currently looking at evidence of
hold-up and hold-out to determine when it is appropriate to issue an exclusion order in the presence of a
FRAND commitment. Moreover, the vast majority of SEP licenses are successfully negotiated by parties
today without involving the courts or the agencies. There is little reason to think that that will change. In
the U.S., the courts are there to make a determination when private parties are unable to reach agreement
on what a negotiated FRAND rate should be. This is not particularly different from the role courts play
when parties are unable to agree on any other aspect of contract interpretation.
When courts have been asked to determine FRAND rates, their findings have tended to be
substantially lower than the rates sought by the FRAND-encumbered SEP holders which suggests that
hold-up has played a role in licensing negotiations. For example, in Microsoft Corp. v. Motorola, Inc.
(W.D. Wash. Apr. 25, 2013), Motorola sought to exclude Microsoft’s gaming consoles from the United
States and demanded that Microsoft pay royalties of between $6–8 per console for the use of patents
reading on the 802.11 and H.264 standards. The court determined that the FRAND rate was less than
four cents per unit for the 802.11 standard, and less than one cent per unit for the H.264 standard. The
cumulative FRAND royalty found appropriate by the court was approximately 1/150th the royalty sought
by Motorola. 41 In Realtek Semiconductor Corp. v. LSI Corp., (N.D. Cal. June 16, 2014), LSI filed an
action with the U.S. ITC seeking an exclusion order and then offered to license Realtek the underlying
SEPs in exchange for a royalty that exceeded the selling price of Realtek’s standard-compliant products.
The federal district court determined that the cumulative FRAND royalty to which LSI was entitled was
0.19% of the selling price – less than 1/500th the amount that LSI had been seeking. 42 In both cases, the
FRAND royalty rates offered by SEP-holders were orders of magnitude higher than what a neutral
arbitrator found to be fair and reasonable.
When a licensing commitment to an SSO and its members is not honored, there may be a role for
competition law. For example, in 2012, the FTC resolved an investigation involving Google/Motorola
Mobility in which Motorola Mobility allegedly undermined the procompetitive standard-setting process
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Microsoft Corp. v. Motorola, Inc., 2013 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 60233* 303 (W.D. Wash. Apr. 25, 2013). The
cumulative royalty of 4.026 cents was 1/149th the FRAND rate sought by Motorola. The court also calculated
ranges of RAND rates. The sum of the “upper bound” of these ranges was just under 36 cents. This upper bound
was less than 1/16th of the FRAND rate sought by Motorola.
42

Realtek Semiconductor Corp. v. LSI Corp., 2014 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 81673 * 23 (N.D. Cal. June 16, 2014).

12

by committing to license on FRAND terms, and then seeking injunctions and exclusion orders against
willing licensees. 43
The U.S. antitrust agencies have been actively involved in efforts to contribute to an
understanding of the standard-setting process and the role of FRAND commitments. The agencies
published a joint report on antitrust and intellectual property in 2007. 44 The FTC published a further
report on patent remedies in 2011. 45 The agencies have also provided Congressional testimony and the
FTC has filed statements with courts and the U.S. International Trade Commission on issues related to
standard-essential patents. 46
Examining New Frontiers in a Digital World: Big Data & Algorithms
Big Data
Technological innovation has created several new frontiers in antitrust analysis. I will focus
briefly on two: the competitive significance of “big data” and the role of algorithms and machine learning
in high velocity computerized markets.
Big data is generally characterized by the “three Vs” – volume, velocity, and variety. Each of
these categories is growing briskly – there is more data than ever before, companies can accumulate and
analyze data faster than ever before, and increasingly sophisticated data analytics permit companies to
combine and jointly analyze more previously disparate sources of data than ever before. 47
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As companies continue to innovate in their collection and analysis of big data, we can expect big
data to play a growing role in the competitive decision-making of more and more firms. This raises a
question of how competition policy should treat this new business asset. Can “big data” constitute a
relevant market and can “big data” be a barrier to entry? The short answer to both these questions is: yes.
The longer answer is, quite appropriately, that it depends on the facts. Antitrust agencies take a case-bycase approach to looking at markets and potential barriers to entry. I am not aware of evidence today that
warrants treating “big data” as a special case – either by inferring that it always conveys market power or
operates as a barrier to entry on the one hand, or by categorically exempting it from antitrust scrutiny on
the other. In the big data world, there’s a lot of data that anyone can obtain for a fairly nominal cost. But
there is also a lot of valuable data that is proprietary and could operate as a barrier to entry. It may be that
an incumbent has significant advantages over new entrants when a firm has a database that would be
difficult, costly, or time consuming for a new firm to match or replicate.
The FTC has treated data as a relevant market in one recent case and found it to be a barrier to
entry in others based on the specific facts and circumstances related to competition in those markets. In
Dun & Bradstreet-Quality Education Data (2010), the FTC determined that data, itself, was the relevant
product. The FTC found that the parties “were the only significant U.S. suppliers of [K-12] educational
marketing data.” 48 Other sources of marketing data were not close substitutes “because of their more
limited coverage, reduced functionality, and less frequent updating.” 49
In Nielsen-Arbitron (2013), the FTC determined that the proprietary data of Nielsen and Arbitron
was a key input to offering downstream cross-platform audience measurement services. The parties had
“the most accurate and preferred sources of individual-level demographic data for [television and radio]
audience measurement purposes.” 50 In other words, it would be difficult for other firms to replicate the
data generated internally by Nielsen or Arbitron. The FTC found access to television audience data with
individual-level demographic information to be a significant barrier to entry. 51 The consent required
48

Analysis of Agreement Containing Consent Order to Aid Public Comment, In the Matter of The Dun & Bradstreet
Corporation, Dkt. No. 9342, at 1 (Sept. 10, 2010),
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cases/2010/09/100910dunbradstreetanal.pdf.
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Id. The FTC found two “significant barriers to entry” related to data provision: (1) the “time and cost to develop a
database with market coverage and accuracy comparable to MDR or QED’s pre-merger databases”; and (2) “the
need to obtain a reputation for data quality.” Id. The consent agreement required Dun & Bradstreet to divest an
updated and augmented K-12 database, together with Quality Education Data’s brand name and associated
intellectual property, to a competitor in the K-12 data market. Id. at 2.
50

Analysis of Agreement Containing Consent Order to Aid Public Comment, In the Matter of Nielsen Holdings
N.V. and Arbitron Inc., File No. 131-0058 (Sept. 20, 2013) at 2,
https://www.ftc.gov/sites/default/files/documents/cases/2013/09/130920nielsenarbitronanalysis.pdf.
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Id. at 3.
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divestiture of assets related to Arbitron’s cross-platform audience measurement business, including data
from Arbitron’s representative panel.
The FTC treated data as an input in the market for electronic public records services for law
enforcement customers in Reed Elsevier-ChoicePoint (2008). Reed Elsevier’s Lexis-Nexis and
ChoicePoint were the largest suppliers of public records services, with a combined 80% market share.
The FTC found that the parties’ combination of data and analytics were unique among electronic public
records services. Law enforcement customers demanded “the most complete database of public records”
and “sophisticated search algorithms . . . that identify and display non-obvious relationships between
records.” 52 Other firms also possessed what could be described as the public records version of “big
data.” But the quality of those (in terms of breadth and depth), and the analytics offered in connection
with those data were insufficient to enable those other firms to compete effectively for law enforcement
customers. 53
On the flip side, the FTC decided to close its Google-DoubleClick investigation in 2007. 54 Staff
examined whether the combination would enhance Google’s power in the ad intermediation market and
concluded that it would not. The FTC found that “neither the data available to Google, nor the data
available to DoubleClick, constitutes an essential input to a successful online advertising product.” 55
These examples highlight the fact that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to data holdings, and that
appropriate antitrust analysis to this issue is a fact-specific enterprise.
As businesses come to rely increasingly on big data, privacy and data protection concerns have
become frequent topics in discourse about competition policy. Some have suggested that competition law
should focus more on privacy and data protection issues in analyzing platforms and other high-tech
industries. Others, particularly in Europe, have suggested that competition law should be used as a tool to
improve privacy and data protections for consumers.
52
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law-enforcement related electronic public records services to Thomson Reuters.
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In general, I see antitrust review and broader policy concerns regarding privacy and data
protections as two separate, but important issues. The U.S. antitrust agencies routinely analyze non-price
considerations where there is evidence that those non-price considerations are important to competition.
The FTC has yet to challenge a merger specifically based on the likelihood that it would lead to a
diminution in privacy protections, but we have recognized the possibility that consumer privacy can be a
non-price dimension of competition.
Absent a clear nexus to competition, however, privacy and data protection concerns are best
handled as consumer protection issues. 56 For example, in Facebook-WhatsApp (2014), staff from the
FTC’s Bureau of Consumer Protection (BCP) focused on how the merger would affect the promises that
WhatsApp had made to consumers about the limited nature of the data it collects, maintains, and shares
with third parties – promises that exceeded those of Facebook at the time the merger was announced.
BCP concluded it was appropriate to alert the companies about these privacy concerns and assure the
public that the protections of applicable law, including Section 5 and a 2011 FTC order against Facebook,
would apply to WhatsApp’s data. 57 This was a consumer protection issue, and it was handled
appropriately as such. On the competition side, our Bureau of Competition staff allowed the transaction
to proceed with no conditions.
Similarly, concerns were raised last year regarding RadioShack’s proposed sale of its database of
customers as part of its ongoing bankruptcy proceedings. Several states objected to the proposed sale on
the grounds that RadioShack had promised customers that it would not resell customer data to third
parties. 58 Our BCP director, Jessica Rich, wrote a letter acknowledging the “special circumstances”
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Our agency has evolved into the premier privacy enforcer through our existing consumer protection authorities.
Since we brought our first data privacy case over a decade ago, the FTC has brought more than 50 cases alleging
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involved in a bankruptcy proceeding and providing guidance on how RadioShack might transfer customer
information in a manner consistent with the promises it had made to consumers. 59
The European Data Protection Supervisor has recently suggested that consumers do not
appreciate the actual costs associated with “free” products – and that “it may therefore be necessary to
develop a concept of consumer harm, particularly through violation of rights to data protection, for
competition enforcement in digital sectors of the economy.” 60 I’m open to the possibility that consumers
may systematically underestimate the effects of privacy or data protection practices – or that they may
simply make the rational decision that it isn’t worth the time to fully evaluate those costs. The FTC has
advocated for greater transparency and choice for consumers with respect to privacy and data protection
policies, including recommending that Congress consider enacting general privacy legislation, data
security and breach notification legislation, and data broker legislation. 61
At the same time, I believe that it is dangerous to engage in competition analysis based on what
we think consumers should want or value, independent of market realities. To do so is to cross the line
from antitrust enforcement to market regulation. However well intentioned, I do not believe that this is
the appropriate role of antitrust law.
If market participants are competing on the basis of privacy or data policies to attract consumers,
that would certainly be an element of our competition analysis. But if they aren’t, and if there isn’t
evidence that those dimensions are particularly relevant to competition, then using competition law to
address privacy or data issues is like trying to force a square peg into a round hole. To the extent that
there is a problem, it should be solved through legislation, regulation, or consumer protection law
enforcement – not using the antitrust laws to solve a policy issue they are ill-suited to address.
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Algorithms
The rise of high-velocity computerized markets also present a new frontier for antitrust
enforcers. Last year, DOJ brought a case for price fixing against two e-commerce sellers who agreed to
align their algorithms to increase online prices for their goods – posters.62 In that case humans reached
an agreement to use technology to fix prices – but how should antitrust enforcers handle situations in
which the human role is less clear? Traditionally, there are three challenges to maintaining a collusive
scheme: (1) detecting cheating among participants, (2) responding to new market developments, and (3)
avoiding detection by antitrust officials. Algorithms could be used in an attempt to overcome these
challenges, such as by automating conspirators’ responses to changing market developments or speeding
them up, mitigating the need for ongoing coordination between the participants.
There is also a possibility that, as algorithms become more sophisticated, they may be more likely
to engage in consciously parallel behavior. Professors Maurice Stucke and Ariel Ezrachi co-authored a
recent paper on artificial intelligence and the enforcement challenges that may be raised by collusion
involving pricing algorithms. 63 They suggest that it may be difficult to challenge algorithms engaged in
conscious parallelism under current laws absent awareness or anticompetitive intent by the humans using
the technology. They urge policymakers to recognize the “dwindling relevance of traditional antitrust
concepts of ‘agreement’ and ‘intent’” in the digital age. 64
An increase in the sophistication of pricing algorithms could also lead to narrower product market
definitions in the future. Under the 2010 Horizontal Merger Guidelines, we specifically evaluate the
possibility of price discrimination against targeted customers. Big data and algorithms enable sellers to
more effectively target and price discriminate against specific customers. Thus, even though a company
may not have been able to effectively target certain consumers for higher prices in the past, that in itself is
no guarantee that it may not be able to do so in the future. Data are becoming more robust and algorithms
are becoming more powerful.
The use of algorithms also raises significant consumer protection issues, most notably the
potential for price discrimination based on suspect classifications – even in the absence of a specific intent
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to engage in that discrimination. Earlier this year, the FTC put out a report entitled “Big Data: A Tool for
Inclusion or Exclusion.” The report highlights the broad benefits for consumers through the use of big
data sets and algorithms, but it also notes the downsides that come if the data are flawed or if the
algorithm makes poor decisions about consumers. 65 While we can expect increased technological
innovation in the development and use of algorithms, we must carefully analyze their impact from both a
competition and consumer protection perspective to ensure that specific innovations do not have the
intended or unintended consequence of harming consumers.
Conclusion
As we advance further into the 21st century – complete with its brave new world of innovation,
big data, and novel technology – we will face new challenges as competition enforcers. We must be
mindful of these challenges, yet we must also continue to be aggressive in advancing our mission to
protect consumers and to promote competition.
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For example, if a credit-scoring program only offers prime credit deals to graduates of four-year colleges because
of how the algorithm was designed, then it is likely that some very good consumers will never have the opportunity
to use that product. There can also be cases where protected classes receive very different search results than others.
In these cases, I think it is important that companies approach these issues with an open mind and bring in a level of
understanding. Algorithms are an efficiency, but they should not negate human judgment or human wisdom.
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