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In late June 2012, Barclays entered a $453 million settlement with U.K. and U.S.
regulators due to its manipulation of the London Interbank Offered Rate (Libor) between
2005 and 2009.1 The Department of Justice (DOJ) Antitrust Division was among the
antitrust authorities and regulatory agencies from around the world that investigated
Barclays.
We hesitate to draw overly broad conclusions until more facts come out in the
public domain. What we note at this time, based on public information, is that the Libor
conspiracy and manipulation seems not to be the work of a rogue trader. Participation in a
price fixing conduct, by its very nature, requires the involvement of more than one firm.
In this case, the conspiracy seems to have been organized across firms and required the
active knowledge of a number of individuals at relatively high levels of seniority among
certain Libor setting banks. Such collusion across firms is at the core of illegal antitrust
behavior. The Supreme Court has deemed combating the pernicious effects of cartels so
central to antitrust’s mission that it has stated that cartels are “the supreme evil of
antitrust.”2
The involvement of more than one bank in such a cartel is a significant corporate
governance failure due to the coordination that such a cartel would have required among
the various cartel members. It is perhaps even more surprising that the Libor cartel seems
to have occurred in such a highly regulated industry after a wave of corporate governance
reforms post-Enron and a push for greater internal compliance in the early 2000s. Yet, the
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very nature of the manipulation, in hindsight, seems rather obvious. The rate did not
move for over a year until the day before the financial crisis of 2009 hit.3 Also, quotes by
the member banks that were submitted under seal moved simultaneously to the same
number from one day to the next during that time period.4 Had any member bank that sets
Libor or any antitrust authority undertaken an econometric screen, they likely would have
detected these anomalies, undertaken a more in-depth investigation, and discovered the
wrongdoing.
This essay explores the use of econometric screens, either by enforcement
authorities or firms themselves, as a tool to both improve detection of potential price
fixing cartel behavior and police illegal firm behavior.
I.

The Use of Econometric Screens
The art of flagging unlawful behavior through economic and statistical analyses is
commonly known as screening. A screen is a statistical test based on an econometric
model and a theory of the alleged illegal behavior, designed to identify whether
manipulation, collusion, fraud, or any other type of cheating may exist in a particular
market, who may be involved, and how long it may have lasted.5 “Screens use commonly
available data such as prices . . . market shares, bids, transaction quotes, spreads,
volumes, and other data to identify patterns that are anomalous or highly improbable.”6
As established through the identification of the alleged Libor conspiracy and
manipulation, and other previous successes, screens can be very powerful tools when
properly developed and implemented; however, they do require expertise. There are two
golden rules of screens: (i) one size does not fit all; and (ii) if you put garbage in, you get
garbage out.7 Without expertise in developing a screen, the attempt at screening will
likely fail. Such failure should not be attributed to the screening methodology itself
generally, but to the errors in development and application in a particular case.8
In general, we can point to six requirements to appropriately develop and
implement an effective antitrust screen for collusive behavior: (i) an understanding of the
3
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market at hand, including its key drivers, the nature of competition, and the potential
incentives to cheat—both internally and externally—for the firm; (ii) a theory on the
nature of the cheating; (iii) a theory on how such cheating will affect market outcomes;
(iv) the design of a statistic capable of capturing the key factors of the theory of
collusion, fraud, or the relevant type of cheating; (v) empirical or theoretical support for
the screen; and (vi) the identification of an appropriate non-tainted benchmark against
which the evidence of collusion or relevant cheating can be compared.9
II.

Screens and the Libor
Worldwide investigations have been launched on allegations of a possible
conspiracy by several major banks to manipulate the U.S. dollar Libor and Libor rates
denominated in other currencies. These investigations followed the application of
empirical screens that flagged unexpected patterns in the Libor setting, representing the
latest example of the power of screens to flag potentially illegal behavior in the antitrust
context.
Arguably, the investigations into Libor manipulation and alleged collusive activity
began with a series of articles published in the Wall Street Journal in April and May of
2008 which alleged that several global banks were reporting unjustifiably low borrowing
costs for the calculation of Libor.10 The Wall Street Journal noticed that from January
2008, the banks’ individual Libor quotes were too low when compared to their respective
credit default swaps prices.11
Abrantes-Metz et al. followed with an August 2008 working paper in which these
and other patterns were studied in greater detail using econometric screens.12 This
working paper noted that: (i) the Libor was essentially constant for a long period prior to
the financial crisis, since at least January 2007, while comparable rates varied over time;
(ii) most banks’ quotes were identical for most of the same period while the banks’
market implied credit ratings varied over time and in comparison to each other, meaning
that some differences (even if slight) in their borrowing costs, and hence in their Libor
quotes, would have been expected; and (iii) the Libor was unresponsive to changing
market conditions in the late spring and early summer of 2008 when risk in the economy
9
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was already starting to increase.13 Other research on the Libor was then conducted that
identified additional irregularities.14
III.

The New Antitrust Paradox Part I
In 1978, Robert Bork published the Antitrust Paradox in which he decried the lack
of sound economic analysis in antitrust law.15 The paradox was that a law that was
supposed to lead to greater efficiency actually raised prices because legal analysis was
not rooted in economics.16 The antitrust law of today is quite different from that of the
period during which Bork wrote. In its present form, antitrust is perhaps the area in which
the economic analysis of law has driven doctrinal and policy developments more than
any other substantive field.17
Antitrust cases addressing issues such as mergers, predation, tying, and bundling
have applied industrial organization economics in identifying behavior that might distort
the market.18 This sophisticated analysis is not limited to agency practice. Antitrust case
law cites law reviews that use economic analysis and economics journals in its
decisions.19 One cannot undertake antitrust analysis—whether by agencies or private
parties—in either the merger area or civil antitrust litigation without significant economic
analysis at every stage of decision-making. Even firms’ business strategies take antitrust
considerations into account.20
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This rigorously applied industrial organization analysis of antitrust on the civil
side is distinct from antitrust analysis on the criminal side. In certain critical ways,
antitrust cartel enforcement in the United States looks more like other non-antitrust,
white-collar crime enforcement than the heavily economics-driven antitrust
monopolization or merger enforcement. Indeed, U.S. criminal antitrust enforcement is
different not merely from other areas of antitrust but from some other areas of whitecollar crime in which econometrics play a more significant role.
IV.

The New Antitrust Paradox Part II
The DOJ Antitrust Division’s criminal enforcement does not only differ from the
rest of the Antitrust Division in its lack of econometric screening. The reluctance to use
screening methods also puts antitrust criminal enforcement at odds with some other types
of financial crime enforcement. Indeed, screens are used regularly in the detection of
financial wrongdoing, tax evasion, and bid rigging.21 Econometric screens were
employed to flag illegal behavior in financial markets in several notable instances,
including the recent stock options backdating and spring loading cases from the mid
2000s and the 1994 break of an alleged conspiracy by NASDAQ dealers in which oddeighths quotes were avoided.22 Detection of both of these scandals was triggered by the
application of screens to financial data and generated large-scale public investigations as
well as private litigation.23
Other regulatory agencies worldwide routinely use screens to help detect illegal
behavior in other areas and markets, not only conspiracies and manipulations, but also
insider trading, tax evasion, revenues management, and other types of accounting
manipulations. These agencies include the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission,
the U.S. Commodities Futures Trading Commission, the U.S. Department of
Transportation, and the U.S. Internal Revenue Service. 24
V.

How Screens Fit into Current Antitrust Enforcement
21
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The most important recent development in criminal antitrust enforcement has been
the introduction of the leniency program. Leniency destabilizes a cartel through defection
of a cartel member who reports the cartel activity to antitrust authorities in return for a
reduced penalty.25 Yet, in spite of the success of leniency, current antitrust enforcement
seems far from optimal deterrence of cartels, with detection rates of approximately
twenty percent.26
We believe that the use of antitrust econometric screens will encourage increased
cartel detection and increase costs for the creation of new cartels. Screens have already
been used to detect anomalies in pricing in a number of jurisdictions. Notable screens
include those done by the U.S. Federal Trade Commission,27 Brazil’s C.A.D.E.,28 and
Mexico’s C.F.C.,29 among others.
Screens complement the leniency program, as they are able to draw enforcers’
attention to anomalous behavior that the leniency program cannot detect. It may well be
that leniency is more likely to fail to detect some of the most successful cartels, whose
members have less incentive to apply for leniency because they all enjoy significantly
larger profits than under non-collusion. Ironically, these may also be the cartels that cause
the most harm to consumers. Cases detected through leniency programs are, after all,
self-selected. Screens might also assist in the detection of cartels in economic sectors
different from those historically detected by leniency.
Successful screens provide enforcers clues about behavior that increase the
likelihood of finding hard evidence of a conspiracy.30 Increased enforcement activity due
to the investigation around the screen may be enough to encourage at least one firm to be
more likely to defect from a cartel and to seek leniency.31
25
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Similarly, as part of its overall compliance program, a company may choose to run
its own cartel screen to ensure that its own compliance systems are effective. A company
that finds unlawful behavior internally will get the benefits of leniency from antitrust
authorities. In doing so, the investment in its good governance pays off because of a
firm’s own reduced penalties and in the increased costs that its rivals in the industry—and
fellow cartel members—will face in terms of fines, imprisonment of key individuals,
litigation uncertainty, and reputation costs.
VI.

Conclusion
The alleged Libor collusion and manipulation is something that antitrust
authorities or the banks themselves could have detected had they used econometric
screens. We believe that as antitrust agencies use screens more often, firms will be more
likely to use screens as a prophylactic measure in the regular risk assessments they
undertake to comply with antitrust law. What explains the lack of adoption of screens by
the DOJ is that it, like many organizations, is slow to respond to changes. However, in a
world of uncertainty, organizations may copy other organizations, as competition will
eliminate inferior ideas.32 Given how many other antitrust agencies and other nonantitrust US agencies implement screens, we believe that imitation should overcome the
uncertainty that DOJ Antitrust has with screens.
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