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ABSTRACT
Since the publication of Robert Bork’s The Antitrust Paradox, lawyers, judges, and many
economists have defended “Consumer welfare” (CW) as a standard for decisions about antitrust
goals and enforcement priorities. This paper argues that the CW is actually an empty concept and
is an inappropriate goal for antitrust. Welfare economists concede that there is no credible
measurable link between price and output and human well-being. This means that the concept of
CW does not legitimate limited antitrust enforcement, nor does it justify the exclusion of other
antitrust goals that require more active enforcement practices. This paper contends that antitrust
policy is not welfare based at all, and that if it were, antitrust policy and enforcement would differ
significantly from the Chicago School vision. Without the fiction that economists can establish
that in the short run lower price and higher output measurably increases welfare more than other
goals, recent defenses of the CW standard resolve down to arguments based on unsupported
assumptions.

*

Professor, Department of Economics, University of Utah. Email: glick@economics.utah.edu.
This is the second part of a two-part project concerning the New Brandeis School and the
Consumer Welfare Standard.

1

JEL Codes: K21, L40, N12.
Keywords: Consumer Welfare, Goal of Antitrust Law, New Brandeis School, Chicago School of
Economics.

2

Serious thinking about antitrust goals has been in a deep freeze since the Reagan
Revolution. For the last 40 years, the Chicago School’s limited antitrust approach based on the
Consumer Welfare (“CW”) standard has dominated the antitrust policy debate. Now, suddenly,
winds of change are blowing. The “New Brandeis School” seeks to replace questionable Chicago
School assumptions in order to reshape and renovate antitrust enforcement in the United States.
As prominent neo-Brandeisian Lina Khan describes, “Sometimes called the New Brandeis School,
this group signals a break with the Chicago School, whose ideas set antitrust on a radically new
course starting in the 1970s and 1980s and continue to underpin competition policy in the USA
today.” 1

In an earlier paper published in the Antitrust Bulletin, I defended the New Brandeis

project by showing that CW is not an operational concept.2 From its inception, welfare economists
and the founders of welfare economic theory acknowledged that economic performance could not
be linked to measures of human well-being, or welfare, in a rigorous way. As a result, when output
increases, or prices fall, one cannot conclude much, if anything, about the impact on human well-
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being. Only in a situation where there are no losers can we reliably conclude that welfare has
increased, and even in that case, it is not possible to prove that a welfare increase is more than
trivial. In any case, antitrust enforcement never involves unanimous agreement between the
parties, which is what would be required to eliminate any losers.
This paper carries the argument a step further, by showing that the concept of CW cannot
reliably guide policy, and that antitrust practice in fact does not employ a concept of welfare.
Antitrust law instead developed, and proceeds, based on non-welfare considerations. However,
since Judge Robert Bork’s introduction of the CW goal into antitrust, the economics field has made
great strides in the understanding of human well-being. Applying this new evidence suggests that
the goals advanced by the New Brandeis School would have a greater welfare increasing impact
than the Chicago School approach. Once the veil of assumptions behind the concept of CW is
lifted, recent defenses of the CW standard boil down to an appeal for limited antitrust activity
without any principled basis. There is no theoretical or empirical research in economics that
compels the restriction of antitrust enforcement as advocated by defenders of CW. Accordingly,
antitrust policy should be based on empirical analysis and historical fact, not ideology or fear of
disrupting existing orthodoxy.
I.

The Founders of the Theory of Economic Welfare and Leading Theorists in the
Economic Welfare Field Recognized the Limitations of Economic Welfare and these
Limitations Make Welfare Theory Inapplicable to Antitrust Applications.
In an earlier paper, I retraced how leading theorists in welfare economics concluded that

economists cannot render policy guidance on welfare grounds without employing heroic and
unreliable assumptions.3 The term “welfare” in economic theory refers to the quality of individual
lives as subjectively experienced by the individuals themselves. The measure of the quality, or
3
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satisfaction or happiness of an individual life is called “utility.”4 There are several theories of
economic welfare, including consumers’ surplus, Pareto optimality, and growth of GDP (output
or wealth increases).5 Each of these theories spawned a long history of debate in economics, and
this literature reveals that none of these approaches are applicable to antitrust analysis.
The consumers’ surplus approach typically provides the economic narrative for the CW
standard. Alfred Marshall introduced this view in his famous Principles of Economics text.6 To
develop this approach, Marshall assumed that utility was cardinal and observable. Cardinal utility
means that the well-being that a consumer obtains from consumption can be measured on a real
number scale, such as in dollars. Economists have long recognized that cardinal utility is a fiction.7
Nevertheless, the assumption of cardinal units is necessary because market level analysis requires
adding individual utility. Only then can one obtain a market demand curve that would remain
linked to utility.8 Because consumers’ surplus must adopt this unsubstantiated assumption to
analyze market transactions, it forfeits any hope of establishing a reliable and plausible link
between market prices and human well-being or welfare. Indeed, at the time Marshall introduced
the theory of consumers’ surplus, most economists rejected it because of the cardinal utility
assumption. This led to a consensus among economists that welfare analysis had to be restricted
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I discuss the ambiguities in the concept of utility in Mark Glick, “The Unsound Theory Behind
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individuals.”).
5

to Pareto efficiency in which welfare improvements are only assumed when some economic agents
gain without harm to others.9
Unfortunately, the Pareto criteria is not applicable to antitrust analysis because there are
always losers when the antitrust laws are enforced. In the 1930s John Hicks and Nicholas Kaldor
attempted to revive the theory of consumers’ surplus by use of the Kaldor-Hicks compensation
principle.10 However, Samuelson and Gorman subsequently demonstrated that the principle
lacked consistency.11

Their critiques have been confirmed by several modern welfare

economists.12
Finally, CW is sometimes described as increases in wealth or income. This is also
fallacious. Arthur Pigou demonstrated that increased GDP or wealth is not necessarily coextensive
with increased welfare because of distribution effects, and no economic work has subsequently
undermined Pigou’s conclusions.13
Part of the confusion economists impose on antitrust lawyers is caused by economic
textbook writers. Introductory economics textbooks have taken a schizophrenic approach to the
concept of economic welfare. These textbooks present the theory of consumers’ surplus when
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introducing the theory of demand, but do not alert introductory economic students to the flawed
assumptions that undergird the concept. Then, only in more advanced texts, are the troublesome
assumptions discussed.14 It has been the unfortunate practice of antitrust economists to present
only the introductory text approach to lawyers. This omission has led to the uncritical application
of these concepts to policy because lawyers assume that they have been vetted for reliability. As
Frank Ackerman observed: “there is a growing disconnect between advanced academic and
pedestrian policy-oriented styles of economics. Understanding public policy debates therefore
requires looking back into the origins of the field.”15
A.

Consumer Welfare as Consumers’ Surplus

The typical procedure for introducing the concept of CW to antitrust practitioners in
antitrust basics or foundational seminars is to associate CW with the concept of consumers’
surplus. The following is a standard graph used to illustrate the concept.
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On the horizontal axis in Figure 1 is output, and on the vertical axis is price. The downward
sloping demand curve represents the relationship between price and the quantity of output
consumers will demand in this market. Assume that the market consists of two sellers and two
buyers/consumers. The market in Figure 1 is also assumed to be competitive, so the market price
is equal to marginal cost. The area under the demand curve but above the competitive price is
called the consumers’ surplus. The term “surplus” is applied because each point on the demand
curve represents a price that some consumers are willing (and able) to pay (called the reservation
price) and the amount of output they are willing to buy. However, while these consumers are
willing to pay the price identified on the demand curve, they only must pay the competitive price.
The difference between the reservation price and the prevailing price is the consumers’ surplus.
This difference, summed over each unit of output sold, yields the total consumers’ surplus in the
market.
An extension of this concept defines the situation of maximum consumers’ surplus as
“efficient.” It is important to notice that in this approach a lower price and higher output are the
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means to an end, not the objective itself. Higher output and lower price expand consumers’
surplus, which measures the utility the consumer expects to receive from consuming the purchased
goods and services over and above the utility represented by the price paid for that consumption.
This is consistent with the goal of economic theory, which is to increase welfare or utility, not
output. Consequently, a situation of maximum utility, given the available resources, is one
definition of efficiency.
While consumers’ surplus is a measure of utility, the units of measure in Figure 1 are
dollars.16 To measure utility in dollars we need to first assume that it is possible to measure utility
in cardinal units, because money is cardinal. Second, we need to assume that consumers reveal
the amount of utility that they expect to obtain from the purchase of the goods and services by the
amount of money they are willing to pay. Both assumptions are necessary to transform utility
into dollars. The first assumption requires the ability to observe cardinal utility, which as discussed
above, economists themselves eschew. The second assumption is also not true, even in the
marginalist framing of utility. An additional dollar to a low-income worker generates more utility
than an additional dollar to a billionaire.17 Without these assumptions the link between market
demand and utility is broken. A lower price may increase welfare, or it may not, and the amounts
at issue may be significant or immaterial. Thus, it is improper to assume that lower price and
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POLICY CENTER, UN. CAL. BERKELEY, 2006) at 9 (“It is however, a widely held view that a dollar
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9

higher output should automatically receive any heightened standing as policy goals based on
welfare analysis, because the welfare increase is a result of the theory’s assumptions not some
objectively measurable reality, and a consensus of economists find these assumptions unreliable
and unsupported.
Because the concept of CW is vacuous, it is not surprising that there is little agreement on
its meaning or application in antitrust. Marshall Steinbaum and Maurice Stucke document the
disparate understanding of consumer welfare among the world’s antitrust enforcement agencies.
For example, 30 of 33 countries in a 2007 survey by the
International Competition Network (ICN) identified consumer
welfare as an antitrust objective. But most agencies did ‘not
specifically define consumer welfare and appear[ed] to have
different economic understandings of the term…Similarly, a 2011
ICN survey, although finding ‘some agreement’ among the 57
surveyed competition authorities, identified significant differences.
Only 7 of the 57 authorities agreed with the provided definition of
consumer welfare. Most (38) of the antitrust authorities had ‘no
explicit definition’ of consumer welfare.18
Curiously, this lack of content is often turned into a virtue by CW defenders asserting that the CW
standard is “flexible,” meaning that it can include various goals or standards. Daniel Crane makes
this point:
As the 2010 Horizontal Merger Guidelines make clear, generic
principles of antitrust analysis are often expressed in price terms
‘for simplicity of exposition’ but all other factors affecting consumer
welfare including ‘product quality, reduced product variety,
reduced service, or diminished innovation’ should also be taken into
effect. If current antitrust analysis is focused on static efficiency,
there is nothing within the frame of the consumer welfare standard
that prevents pushing it in the direction of dynamic efficiency or
some other aspect of consumer value.19
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Marshall Steinbaum and Maurice Stucke, “The Effective Competition Standard: A New
Standard for Antitrust,” ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE, September 2018.
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The Department of Justice and Federal Trade Commission 2010 Horizontal Merger
Guidelines (“Merger Guidelines”) include, as some of the goals of its merger enforcement,
preventing transactions that raise price, reduce product quality, reduce product variety, reduce
service, or diminish innovation.20 Presumably, they believe that each one of these goals increases
CW. For example, innovation might result in future lower prices and increased product quality
which could result in an increase in market demand. However, examples like this can be generated
without limit. Higher wages can also benefit consumers through many mechanisms that result in
greater demand and more consumers’ surplus. Macroeconomic stability could result in fewer
recessions and more consumers’ surplus. With a little ingenuity, virtually any competitive goal
could be ensconced by the CW standard.21 Because under CW everything can be defended,
nothing can.
B.

The Williamson Trade-Off.

Another indefensible feature of CW theory is illustrated by the so-called Williamson
Tradeoff. Assume that the two firms in the example from Figure 1 merge to form a monopoly. If
the new monopoly price and output are overlaid on Figure 1, we obtain Figure 2 below. Figure 2
can be used to illustrate the Williamson Tradeoff used by Judge Bork to demonstrate the use of
the CW approach in Chapter 5 of The Antitrust Paradox.

20

Merger Guidelines at 2.
A. Douglas Melamed & Nicolas Petit argue that the consumer welfare standard can include all
the New Brandeis School criticisms of the tech platforms and monopsony in labor markets. A.
Douglas Melamed & Nicolas Petit, “The Misguided Assault on the Consumer Welfare Standard in
the Age of Platform Markets,” 54 REV. OF IND. ORG. 741 (2019).
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The monopolist in Figure 2 maximizes profits by reducing output and raising price. It is
evident from the figure that the monopoly price, Pm, is above the competitive price, Pc. In
addition, output has been reduced from the competitive quantity Qc to Qm. The reduced quantity
and higher prices result in less consumers’ surplus than under competitive conditions. This is
because some of the consumers’ surplus has been transferred to the monopolist as economic
profits, and part of the consumers’ surplus is simply lost as fewer transactions take place. The
portion of the consumers’ surplus that is lost is referred to as the dead weight loss. Dead weight
loss is associated with the units of output for which social demand exceeds the social costs, yet the
output is not produced.
But, there is no agreement concerning the relevance of these categories for antitrust policy.
Judge Bork argued that the hypothetical merger in Figure 2 would only be anticompetitive if the
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deadweight loss exceeded the efficiencies.22 In contrast, Robert Lande contended that what was
most important was the income transfer from the consumers to the monopolist.23 Judge Posner
argued that the income transfer is a cost, so the proper analysis is to compare the deadweight loss
+ the monopoly profits against the efficiencies.24 As noted by the Antitrust Modernization
Commission’s Report and Recommendations, “Debate continues about the precise definition of
‘consumer welfare’” but “the use of one standard versus the other often does not change the results
of that analysis, and the cases in which the choice of standard would make a difference are
relatively few.”25 In other words, even if we ignore the unsustainable assumptions embedded in
CW, the model also does not provide a consensus on the goals of antitrust enforcement. As I argue
in the next section, any useful interpretation of Figure 2 for antitrust purposes must first abandon
any semblance of a welfare analysis altogether.
II.

Current Antitrust Policy is Not Based on Consumer Welfare or Welfare Economics.
A closer inspection of Figure 2 makes it clear that antitrust policy is not based on welfare

at all. Notice in Figure 2 that the merger to monopoly is assumed to result in a reduction in cost
for the monopolist labelled “efficiencies.” Labelling these generic cost reductions as “efficiencies”
requires that welfare analysis be abandoned. This is because efficiencies under a welfare approach
must refer to increases in utility, not increased corporate profits due to lower costs. Only humans
have utility functions, and as described above, consumers’ surplus is a monetary measure of utility.
We cannot infer anything about changes in utility from a cost decrease unless we know something
about the process that is causing the cost reductions and the impact of this process on individuals.
22

ROBERT BORK, THE ANTITRUST PARADOX 112 (1978).
Robert Lande, “Wealth Transfers as the Original and Primary Concern of Antitrust: The
Efficiency Interpretation Challenged,” 34 HASTINGS L. J. 65 (1982).
24
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Moreover, it makes no sense to compare a cost reduction (which is not itself a measure of utility)
with a reduction in consumers’ surplus (which is a measure of utility). By doing so we are
comparing concepts with incommensurable units, like apples and oranges.
The Merger Guidelines finesse this problem by abandoning any reference to welfare.
Under the Merger Guidelines approach, the benefit of merger efficiencies is not an increase in
welfare, but the potential for lower prices (or another non-price benefit).26 Moreover, under the
Merger Guidelines, efficiencies only impact the analysis if they result in a reversal of the original
anticompetitive impact. For example, if we are considering price, the efficiencies captured by
producers must result in an offset of any potential price increase in order to render them relevant
to the analysis.
To illustrate this point, suppose a merger is likely to result in both a small price increase
and a massive number of layoffs. 27 To isolate the issue I want to illustrate, suppose further that
the labor force reduction takes place in a single town or county and that the unemployed workers
are not able to redeploy to other jobs elsewhere, or can do so only at great cost. If the cost
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Merger Guidelines at 29.
My impression is that the impact of mergers on employment reduction is an understudied area.
The current literature finds mixed results depending on the country and period studied. See Kevin
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Expected,” Recode, June 7, 2017; “Layoffs Come as Result of PRI/PRX Merger,” Oct 19, 2018;
Peter Loftus, Marta Falconi and Hester Plumridge, “In Drug Mergers, There’s One Sure Bet: The
Layoffs,” WSJ, April 29, 2014; Alex Keown, “Pfizer, Allergan Merger Could Result in More than
10,000 Layoffs, Analyst Says,” BIOSPACE.COM, Nov. 30, 2015, Leslie Josephs, “American Airlines
plans manager layoffs, buyouts to slim down 5 years after US Airways merger,” www.cnbc.com,
June 19, 2018; Ethan Miller, “Verizon-Yahoo Merger’s New Plan Starts with 2,100 Layoffs,”
HOLLYWOOD REPORTER, June 14, 2017.
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reductions from these layoffs are sufficient to offset the small expected price increase, the merger
would pass muster under the Merger Guidelines. However, the same merger could result in
massive reductions in welfare because of the human suffering caused by the increase in
unemployment. Even if we restrict the analysis to “consumer” welfare, the reduced incomes of
the workers could significantly lower the welfare they attained through reduced consumption of
goods and services. Lower reservation prices would result in reduced consumers’ surplus.
Antitrust analysis would be much different if it undertook a welfare analysis, but it does not.
In a recent paper Scott Hemphill and Nancy Rose also demonstrate that antitrust practice
is not consistent with a singular concern for CW. Instead, they argue that antitrust cases are more
consistent with preserving the competitive process assumed to protect trading partners on the buyer
and the seller side. If buying firms collude and obtain reduced prices (even if passed along to
ultimate consumers), it could result in an antitrust violation. The combination of (1) the reduction
in competition because of collusion or merger, and (2) the harm to a trading partner whether buyer
or seller, is sufficient to establish a violation. As they convey:
The imprecision of the phrase “consumer welfare” is hardly
surprising, as can be seen in the fact that a merger of competing
intermediate good providers is actionable, even though the effect is
felt in the first instance by purchasing firms, not final consumers.28
Hemphill and Rose also correctly recognize that reductions in input costs should not always
be considered an efficiency. They argue that if an input cost reduction is caused by a merger’s
reduction in the competitive process it should not be classified as an efficiency. Thus, in the
hypothetical posed above, if the layoffs were the result of increased monopsony power,29 they are
28

C. Scott Hemphill & Nancy L. Rose, “Mergers that Harm Sellers,” 127 YALE L. J. 2078, 2091
(2018).
29
Jose Azar, Ioana Marinescu, Marshall Steinbaum and Bledi Taska, “Concentration in US Labor
Markets: Evidence From Online Vacancy Data,” ROOSEVELT INST. WORKING PAPER, August 10,
2018; Ioana Marinescu and Herbert Hovenkamp, “Anticompetitive Mergers in Labor Markets,”
15

not efficiencies. This is an easy call. Monopsony reduces final output, and efficiencies resulting
from reductions in competition are not recognized by the Merger Guidelines.30

However,

Hemphill and Rose also consider the more interesting case where a merger reduces employment
or lowers wages because of an increase in the bargaining power of the firm:
There is a further possibility. Even if the harm to input markets from
(say) increased bargaining leverage is actionable, it might
nevertheless also be accepted as a source of savings passed
through.31
In the hypothetical posed above, Hemphill and Rose would likely argue that if the layoffs
are caused by an increase in firms’ bargaining power with labor, they should not be considered an
efficiency. Indeed, in some respects all labor force reductions that occur following a merger are
the result of a change in bargaining power, otherwise they would have happened before the merger.
Thus, the argument advanced by Hemphill and Rose dictates that the layoffs cannot be considered
an efficiency because they are part of the process by which mergers lessen competition.
Notice that the Hemphill and Rose discussion of bargaining leverage and labor never
mentions welfare. A welfare analysis would compare the impact of the layoffs on human wellbeing to the increase in well-being from the cost reduction or profit increase. This illustrates my
point, antitrust uses the language of welfare, but the analysis itself is not welfare based.32

UNIV. OF PENN WORKING PAPER, Feb. 20, 2018; Suresh Naidu, Eric Posner, and E. Glen Weyl,
“Antitrust Remedies for Labor Market Power,” Feb. 23, 2018 HARVARD LAW REVIEW,
forthcoming.
30
Merger Guidelines ¶ 12 (“Reductions in prices paid by the merging firms not arising from the
enhancement of market power can be significant in the evaluation of efficiencies from a
merger…”).
31
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2107 (2018).
32
Barak Orbach, “The Antitrust Consumer Welfare Paradox,” 7 J. COMP. L. & ECON 133, 137
(2011) (“As this article shows, perhaps other than courts, nobody seriously believes that the
antitrust consumer welfare have the economic meaning of the term”).
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III.

A Welfare Based Antitrust Policy Would Embrace Objectives Other than Price and
Output.
Since Bork, and especially since Marshall, there have been significant advances in the

economic literature concerning the problem of interpersonal utility. This section highlights the
contribution by John Harsanyi, a Nobel Laureate in economics. Harsanyi offers a solution to
interpersonal utility comparisons that potentially enables a guide for antitrust policy grounded in
the empirical analysis of human welfare.33 His solution to the inability to compare interpersonal
utility functions is called the “similarity postulate.” Harsanyi argues that all of us share a common
genetic past that has created a close similarity between how humans experience certain life
situations and how these situations impact subjective welfare. If Harsanyi is correct, then we
should be able to discover through empirical research the common welfare impact of a variety of
situations and use this information to guide policy choices. An important further contribution was
made by another Nobel Prize winner, Daniel Kahneman. Kahneman and his colleagues provided
an axiomatic defense for the use of empirical studies of experienced happiness, rather than utility
inferred from observed market choices, for economic analysis.34
Indeed, since Harsanyi’s 1982 paper, the economics profession has made great strides in
identifying the causes of human happiness and unhappiness. Economist Bruno Frey reports that
happiness studies have been performed in 80 countries, comprising over 80% of the world’s
population, at various periods of time.35 This literature shows that a welfare based antitrust policy
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would be much different from the one advocated by the Chicago School, and quite unlike the
present antitrust regime. Indeed, the empirical literature on happiness supports the goals for
antitrust advocated by the New Brandeis School: concerns for labor, small business and the
democratic process.
A.

Lower Prices Have Little Impact on Welfare.

A central result of this happiness research is that greater consumption of goods and services
has little impact on welfare once one is lifted above the poverty threshold, even if these goods and
services can be purchased at low prices.36 This undermines the foundational premise of the CW
goal in antitrust. Robert Frank, for example, summarizes the evidence as follows:
One clear message of this evidence [from happiness studies] is that
beyond some point across the board increases in spending on many
types of material goods do not produce any lasting increment in
subjective well-being.37
Moreover, scholars have found little relationship between increases in national income and
happiness. The following figure illustrates the disconnect between the increasing growth in real
income per capita and a flat trend in the growth of happiness in the United States:38
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Robert Frank, “Does Money Buy Happiness?” in FELICIA HUPPERT, NICK BAYLIS & BARRY
KEVERNE, THE SCIENCE OF WELL-BEING (2005).
37
Robert Frank, “Does Money Buy Happiness?” in FELICIA HUPPERT, NICK BAYLIS AND BARRY
KEVERNE, THE SCIENCE OF WELL-BEING 465 (2005).
38
The Figure comes from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. Ruben Hernandez-Murillo and
Christopher Martinek, “The Dismal Science Tackles Happiness Data” St. Louis Federal Reserve
website, January 2010.
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According to Layard, “[t]he fact is that, despite massive increases in purchasing power,
people in the West are no happier than they were fifty years ago.”39 Bruno Frey shows how this
same relationship holds for the U.K., Belgium, and Japan.40 Thus, the stubborn focus of antitrust
policy on consumer purchases alone has little basis in the empirical welfare literature.
B.

Employment has a Major Impact on Welfare.

In contrast, unemployment stands out as one of the most significant factors that negatively
impacts self-reported subjective well-being. Numerous studies using individual data for many
countries over many periods have found that unemployment significantly lowers human
happiness.41 As summarized by Peter Van der Meer:
Unemployment has a severe effect on the subjective well-being of
people. This has been shown over and over again. An obvious
reason for this drop in well-being is of course the loss of income.
39
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40
BRUNO FREY, HAPPINESS: A REVOLUTION IN ECONOMICS 38-39 (2010); Daniel Kahneman, Alan
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Richer?” 312 SCIENCE 1908 (2006) (“Most people believe that they would be happier if they were
richer, but survey evidence on subjective well-being is largely inconsistent with that
belief…Surveys in many countries conducted over decades indicate that, on average, reported
global judgments of life satisfaction or happiness have not changed much over the last four
decades, in spite of large increases in real income per capita.”).
41
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But that is not the major explanation…The psychic costs of
unemployment are much bigger than the loss of income. But worse
than that: unemployment has lasting, scarring effects. That is, the
long term unemployed remain unhappy even if they find a job again.
They feel and stay unhappy.42
Unemployment has several significant negative welfare effects. Higher unemployment
produces depression, anxiety, as well as reductions in feelings of self-esteem and personal
control.43 Unemployment increases suicide rates among those affected.44 Unemployment causes
people to feel they are in violation of basic social norms and expectations.45 It is interesting that
even the employed are negatively impacted by a general rise in unemployment.46
C.

Self-Employment and Small Business Increases Welfare.

Extensive research demonstrates that self-employed persons typically in small business
environments are more satisfied with their jobs than employees of large corporations.47 This
relationship has been found for Germany,48 Switzerland,49 the United Kingdom,50 and the United
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States.51 Stefan Schneck reports evidence that self-employment contributes to happiness in 23 of
25 European countries.52 In further research, Blanchflower, Oswald, and Stutzer show that for a
large number of countries self-employment is associated with greater happiness, and that large
numbers of people in these countries would prefer to be self-employed but are unable to succeed
as an entrepreneur.53 Many explanations have been advanced to explain the greater welfare from
self-employment including job autonomy, control of work processes, and greater work challenges,
in spite of lower pay.54
Small entrepreneurs also create welfare benefits for others. City planners are unlikely to
advocate the elimination of small businesses in a downtown renovation for replacement with a
single more efficient Walmart. This position exists because small businesses create direct benefits
to communities by providing variety, valuable personal services, as well as tax and employment

51

Greg Hundley, “Why and When are the Self-Employed More Satisfied with Their Work?” 40
IND. RELATIONS 293 (2001).
52
Stefan Schneck, “Why the Self-employed are Happier: Evidence from 25 European Countries,”
67 J. OF BUS. RES. 1043, 1045 (2014) (“The paper shows that the self-employed are, on average,
more satisfied with their jobs when compared with paid employees in 23 of 25 European countries.
Only the self-employed in Greece and Bulgaria are marginally less satisfied than their employed
counterparts.”). But see Sana El Harbi and Gilles Brolleau, “Does Self-Employment Contribute to
National Happiness?” 41 J. OF SOCIO-ECON 670, 675 (2012) (“we found that self-employment has
an overall negative direct effect on happiness”).
53
David Blanchflower, Andrew Oswald and Alois Stutzer, “Latent Entrepreneurship Across
Nations,” 45 EUROPEAN ECON. REV. 680, 690 (2001) (“The latent supply of entrepreneurs appears
to be much larger than is commonly supposed. Our hunch – it cannot be more than that at this
juncture – is that lack of capital currently holds back millions of potentially entrepreneurial people
in the industrial countries.”).
54
BRUNO FREY, HAPPINESS: A REVOLUTION IN ECONOMICS 71-73 (2010); Barton Hamilton, “Does
Entrepreneurship Pay? An Empirical Analysis of the Returns to Self-Employment,” 108 J. OF POL.
ECON. 604, 629 (2000) (concluding that the “self-employment earnings differential reflects
entrepreneurs’ willingness to sacrifice substantial earnings in exchange for the nonpecuniary
benefits of owning a business…”).
21

benefits to the communities where they are located.55 In addition, small businesses make unique
contributions to the innovation process.56
D.

Democratic Institutions Have a Major Impact on Welfare.

While the literature concerning the impact of democratic institutions and happiness is less
developed, there is a growing consensus that democracy increases happiness. Bruno Frey and
Alois Stutzer took advantage of differences in the degree of democracy among Swiss cantons to
study the effects of direct participation on happiness. They found that direct democracy was
related to higher levels of well-being.57 They offered an early study limited to a single stable
democratic country. In a larger study, Dorn et. al, examined happiness and democracy in 28
countries. They found “a significant positive relationship between democracy and happiness even
when controlling for income and culture measured by language and religion.”58 In his recent book,
Frey summarized the results from several studies of the impact of democracy as follows:
Overall, these results suggest that individuals living in countries
with more extensive democratic institutions feel happier with their
lives according to their own evaluation than individuals in more
55
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authoritarian countries. These results are not prompted by directly
asking whether individuals would be happier living in a democracy.
Rather, the subjective, self-reported evaluation of well-being has
been gathered, independent of the objective political conditions.
Moreover, many other influences on happiness are controlled for,
and a certain amount of trust can therefore be placed in the results.59
The empirical evidence that has addressed the impact of democracy on welfare suggests that the
processes of decision making, not just their outcomes, matter for well-being. Individuals value
choice and meaningful input into the decisions that impact their lives.
E.

Empirical Studies of Welfare Support the Traditional Goals of Antitrust, Not
Chicago School Goals.

Empirical studies that identify the factors that advance human welfare endorse traditional
antitrust goals, those that directed policy in the 1960s and 1970s prior to the Chicago School
revolution. The evidence is not supportive of the CW approach introduced by Judge Bork in The
Antitrust Paradox.60 Prior to the adoption of the CW approach there were several accepted goals
for antitrust enforcement, including the dispersion of economic power to protect democracy61 and
protection of small business.62 These goals were abandoned because of the rise of the Chicago
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School and its sole focus on price and output. Thus, empirical research on welfare suggests that
adherence to the CW standard as advocated by the Chicago School could actually be welfare
reducing.
Another reorientation of antitrust policy based on empirical studies of human welfare
involves labor. Historically, antitrust policy was anti-labor. Until the New Deal, the antitrust laws
were used to prevent unions from effectively negotiating with big business. For example, during
the decade of the 1920s alone, Federal judges issued nearly 2,100 anti-labor injunctions hobbling
unions from successfully achieving its goals on behalf of workers.63 Thus, the welfare of labor
was never a traditional goal of antitrust enforcement, just the reverse. In contrast, the empirical
research summarized in this section establishes that if antitrust policy were to take welfare
seriously, it would require a dramatic course correction with respect to labor. Indeed, reducing
unemployment would be an antitrust goal well grounded in the new science of welfare.
IV.

Recent Defenses of the Consumer Welfare Goal Rely Purely on Unsupported
Assumptions.
In this section I consider three recent arguments advanced for retaining the CW standard.

The first defense, articulated by Melamed and Petit (M&P) and Herbert Hovenkamp (HH),
suggests that CW is important because it establishes a defensible scope for antitrust enforcement.64
This defense is premised on a misunderstanding of CW. As argued above, the CW theory gives
no privileged status to price and output goals over other competing antitrust objectives. A second
defense sponsored by Wright and Ginsberg (W&G) contends that the CW standard has led to
Elzinga, “The Goals of Antitrust Other than Competition and Efficiency, What Else Counts?” 125
U. PENN. L. REV. 1191 (1977).
63
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64
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(2019).
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greater business efficiency and a corresponding improved economic performance.65 This claim of
causal connection is not based on evidence and the historical record is contrary to W&G’s
assertion. Finally, Carl Shapiro defends the CW standard by redefining it to fit his own preferred
standard for antitrust enforcement.66 This third approach is merely an accommodation to the
existing antitrust consensus. As such, it misdirects antitrust scholars away from a serious debate
about antitrust goals.
A.

Consumer Welfare Provides No Limiting Principle to Guide Antitrust Enforcement.

The central difficulty with the first defenses of the CW standard advanced by M&P and
HH can be traced to a common conceptual error. The defective premise is that CW establishes
that price and output goals are welfare increasing, but other objectives are not. For example, HH
relates this assumption as follows:
[U]nder the modern consumer welfare principle antitrust policy
encourages markets to produce output as high as is consistent with
sustainable competition, and prices that are accordingly as low.67
Likewise, M&P state a similar presumption:
The CW standard provides a substantive constraint on discretionary
decision making.68
As discussed above, CW cannot support any policy prescriptions. Absent a showing that static
concerns about price and output are Pareto improving, i.e., that no losers exist, CW is silent about
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which antitrust policies increase welfare. Accordingly, the theory of CW cannot be the basis of a
rigorous defense of any particular antitrust goal.
After positing similar opening premises, the two papers offer diverging subsidiary
arguments.

HH contends that the New Brandeis School, unlike the CW standard, offers

insufficient evidence to support its suggested antitrust goals:
To date, the strongest and most central claim of the neo-Brandeis
movement remains untested; that is its assumption that individuals
in our society would really prefer a world characterized by higher
prices, but smaller firms. Everyone in society is a consumer and
consumers vote mainly with their purchasing choices. The neoBrandeisians still face the formidable task of providing evidence
that most citizens believe they would be better off in a world of high
cost smaller firms selling at higher prices, their market behavior
notwithstanding.69
HH challenges the New Brandeis school to show that “most citizens believe they would be
better off” (a welfare standard) under its alternative goals and standards. But the defenders of the
CW standard are not exempt from the same burden and have so far been unable to meet this burden
themselves. They merely rest on the misconception that it is sufficient to invoke CW. HH’s claim
that existing consumer choices can guide policy is also flawed. A large and growing literature has
exposed the gaps between observed choice and welfare.70 Consumer choices are influenced by
many factors including existing economic and social conditions. If income was more equally
distributed, consumers might reverse their alleged preference for Walmart over small local
businesses.
The balance of M&P’s additional arguments also fails to withstand scrutiny:
Antitrust law evolves by a common law-like process. The CW
standard provides a substantive constraint on discretionary
decision making. If antitrust law were understood to pursue
69
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multiple and perhaps conflicting or ill-defined objectives, antitrust
decision-making would be free to make largely unconstrained value
choices. The law’s embrace of a coherent--even if sometimes
difficult to apply--standard thus promotes the legitimacy of antitrust
enforcement by reducing the likelihood of arbitrary interventions
into market transactions and makes government and judicial
decision makers more accountable.71
M&P state in the third sentence above that “multiple goals” for antitrust should be rejected because
they might include “conflicting or ill-defined objectives.” Ill-defined and conflicted objectives
should be avoided, but M&P provide no evidence that antitrust goals other than price and output
would be ill-defined or conflicting. M&P further state that without the CW standard “antitrust
decision makers would be free to make largely unconstrained value choices.” From the context,
the “unconstrained value choices” appear to be those that involve “arbitrary interventions into
market transactions…” M&P apparently do not recognize that their preference for market
transactions is not a scientific conclusion, but instead is also a value judgment. Virtually all
antitrust enforcement decisions benefit some groups compared to others. For example, promoting
limited regulation of free markets is often in the interest of big business and is not in the interest
of other economic classes and groups such as labor. Thus, choosing among competing visions and
policies that differentially impact different economic groups necessarily involves value
judgments.72 Defenders of the CW standard like M&P rely on value judgments as much as their
critics. Since the CW theory cannot determine which value judgments to adopt, M&P’s point is
not a relevant defense of CW.
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B.

The CW Standard is Correlated with Inferior Economic Performance.

A recent paper by Joshua Wright and Douglas Ginsburg (W&G) also defends the CW
standard. W&G state that adoption of the CW standard has led to stronger economic performance:
Indeed, there is now widespread agreement that this evolution
toward welfare and away from noneconomic considerations has
benefitted consumers and the economy more broadly.73
While inviting, this claim is patently false. It is reasonable to date the rise of the CW standard
with the election of Ronald Reagan and the Reagan appointees to the Department of Justice and
the Federal Trade Commission. The period W&G calls the period of “multiple masters” 74 is
arguably the period after World War II until the late 1970s.

A comparison of economic

performance in these two periods yields unambiguous results. Economic performance was
superior on almost every economic metric during the period of “multiple masters” in antitrust. For
example, the average growth rate of GDP from 1980 to 2015 was 2.51%, but the growth rate of
GDP from 1947 to 1973 was 3.88%.75 The rate of growth of labor productivity from 1980 to 2015
was 1.18%, and 2.36% from 1947 to 1973.76 Wages grew faster in the earlier period, distribution
of income was more equal, the unemployment rate was lower on average, and investment was
stronger.77 W&G do not provide a single reference showing improved economic performance
under the lax antitrust regime ushered in by the CW standard. Contrary to W&G’s conclusion, the
empirical evidence suggests that restricted antitrust enforcement is associated with inferior
economic performance.
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Michael Porter takes a position diametrically opposed to W&G, contending that concern
for the macroeconomic performance requires a change in antitrust goals.

He argues that

competition could contribute much more than it does presently to improved macroeconomic
economic performance.78 As a result, he has advocated that the CW standard be replaced with a
productivity-based antitrust goal.79 The advantage of Porter’s goal over the CW goal is illustrated
by the Department of Justice policy concerning bank mergers. Lax merger enforcement has
arguably contributed to macroeconomic instability by producing large and interconnected banking
and financial institutions80 that are “too big to fail.”81 The deregulation of the banking sector
beginning in 198082 initiated an avalanche of banking mergers. In 1986 there were 14,070 banks.
By 2018 this number dropped to 4,806.83 Most of this reduction was due to bank mergers.84 For
the years 1980 to 1994 alone there were more than six thousand bank mergers.85 The result has
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been the emergence of four megabanks each with assets exceeding a trillion dollars.86 We also
know that large interconnected financial institutions can destabilize the macroeconomy, as
occurred in 2008. This is a problem borne of the free market that competition policy could have
helped ameliorate. Instead, antitrust enforcement agencies allowed the emergence of a small group
of interconnected banking giants and have been unreflective about the consequences of their
inaction.
All of the bank mergers referred to above were subject to review by the Antitrust Division
of the Department of Justice, yet only a handful were challenged.87 This inaction resulted, at least
in part, from the Department of Justice’s view that “too big to fail” is not a proper antitrust concern
under the CW standard88—thus providing a poignant example of how the CW standard89 can
prevent antitrust policy from applying common sense measures to protect the economy. Michael
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Porter’s vision might have made a difference. Wooden adherence to the CW standard failed us at
a moment when other policy levers were not available or effective.90
C.

Redefining Consumer Welfare is Not a Defense of its Continued Dominance.

Another approach taken by some defenders of the consumer welfare standard is to simply
redefine consumer welfare to mean something other than Judge Bork’s original meaning. Carl
Shapiro’s recent testimony at the Senate Judiciary Committee Subcommittee on Antitrust,
Consumer Protection and Consumer Rights is representative of this approach. Professor Shapiro
testified that:
In practice, the antitrust enforcement agencies and antitrust courts
apply the “consumer welfare” standard. As I use the term, applying
the “consumer welfare” standard means that a business practice is
judged to be anti-competitive if it disrupts the competitive process
and harms trading parties on the other side of the market.91
Carl Shapiro’s goal for antitrust cannot be reconciled with the CW standard. As Hemphill
and Rose point out, a reduction of competition, coupled with an impact on either buyers or sellers
best describes current antitrust practice by the courts.92 But they also indicate that this definition
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is not consistent with CW’s sole focus on output and price. A competitive restraint by buyers that
distorts the competitive process, but which may not raise prices, remains actionable:
When a disruption of the competitive process results in harm to the
trading partner, that harm is actionable, whether the trading
partner is a buyer or a seller, and whether or not there is an
additional effect on quantity93.
Carl Shapiro’s redefinition of consumer welfare is more consistent with the proposals for
revision of the CW goal by the New Brandeis School, than it is with the original Chicago School
understanding of CW. For example, Tim Wu, describes Judge Bork’s consumer welfare standard
as follows: “[W]hat did Bork mean by this [consumer welfare] exactly? He meant that in any
antitrust case, the government or plaintiff had to prove to a certainty that the complained of
behavior actually raised prices for consumers.”94 In its place, Wu proposes that the CW standard
be replaced with the “protection of competition” test, which is “focused on protection of a process,
as opposed to the maximization of a value.”95
Defending, while at the same time redefining, CW creates confusion and undermines the
ability to conduct a serious debate about antitrust goals. By defending the CW goal, Professor
Shapiro helps preserve the Chicago School limitations imposed on antitrust policy. This is because
courts and agencies will look to doctrinal sources for the meaning of the term consumer welfare,
not Professor Shapiro’s revision. For example, when the Supreme Court in Reiter v. Sonotone
Corp.96 declared that “Congress designed the Sherman Act as a ‘consumer welfare prescription’ it
cited Judge Bork.97 Three years later in National Collegiate Athletic Association v. Board of
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Regents of the University of Oklahoma,98 the Supreme Court defined anticompetitive conduct as a
situation where “[p]rice is higher and output lower than they would otherwise be, and both are
unresponsive to consumer preference.”99 Likewise, in Brooke Group v. Brown and Williamson
Tobacco Corp.,100 the Court interpreted CW to mean antitrust concerns about higher prices and
lower output. In its opinion it criticized an older opinion that primary line price discrimination
harmed competition relying on evidence of predatory intent. The Court in Brooke Group stated
that “such low standards of competitive injury are at odds with the antitrust laws’ traditional
concern for consumer welfare and price competition.”101 Recently, in Ohio v. American Express
Company, Justice Gorsuch revealed his understanding of the consumer welfare standard in his
questioning of Ohio’s State Solicitor, Eric Murphy:
Justice Gorsuch: We’re not here to protect competitors, right, Mr.
Murphy?
Mr. Murphy: Correct.
Justice Gorsuch: Or – or necessarily even merchants. The antitrust
laws are aimed at protecting consumers; you’d agree with that?
Mr. Murphy: Correct, although in this –
Justice Gorsuch: Okay, So, given that, there’s no evidence of
restricted output in this case, correct?
Mr. Murphy: I – I would agree that it’s –there’s – it’s ambiguous.
There’s no one way or the other about whether – whether it has
restricted output.
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Justice Gorsuch: And that’s normally what the antitrust laws care
about, is deadweight loss. That’s the primary concern of antitrust
activity, wouldn’t you agree?
Mr. Murphy: Correct, although I think the part that –
Justice Gorsuch: Okay. All right. So you’re left with this price
question. And you have an increase in price to merchants, but do
we have any evidence that consumers [meaning end users], at the
end of the day, including the rewards aspect of what they get back,
actually pay a net price increase?102
Justice Gorsuch is expressing the traditional view of consumer welfare as will others if the CW
standard is not abandoned. Based on this history, it is reasonable to predict that professor Shapiro’s
advocacy of the CW standard will be remembered, but his redefinition will not.
V.

Conclusion.
The CW standard is an inappropriate goal for antitrust policy. It is based on flawed

assumptions without which it provides no guidance about the welfare impact of antitrust
enforcement priorities. An examination of the history of antitrust policy shows that antitrust has
always been one of the policy tools used to prevent abuses by big business that harm other groups
such as workers, small business, and farmers, or that could impede economic performance. The
continued adherence to the CW standard despite its weaknesses exposes the ideological values that
sustain it. The CW goal arose as part of the neoliberal revolution in the 1980s that sought to
jettison any constraints on the unfettered actions of big business. The CW standard aided in this
goal by allegedly providing a justification for very limited antitrust enforcement. Indeed, Judge
Bork and his colleagues in the Chicago School argued that possibly the only justifiable antitrust
intervention would involve mergers to monopoly or horizontal price fixing, and even here, market
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forces would eventually restore competition. The post-Chicago school has undermined most of
the original Chicago School arguments; however, the CW goal remains. A real debate needs to
occur in antitrust circles concerning the goals and priorities of antitrust enforcement. The CW
goal is an impediment to such a process and therefore it should be completely abandoned.
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