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Does hub and spoke raise consolidation and antitrust concerns
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Yes, hub-and-spoke arrangements frequently raise significant consolidation and antitrust

concerns. These hybrid conspiracies occur when a central player (the "hub," such as a

dominant retailer or pricing algorithm) coordinates illegal horizontal agreements or

information exchanges among competing players (the "spokes," such as manufacturers or
distributors) through vertical contracts. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5]

How They Raise Antitrust Concerns

The "Rim" Requirement: For a hub-and-spoke arrangement to be an illegal
conspiracy under antitrust law (e.g., the Sherman Act), enforcers must prove the
existence of a "rim"—meaning there is mutual awareness and a horizontal
agreement among the spokes. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5]

Cartel Coordination: The hub acts as a go-between to fix prices, rig bids, allocate
markets, or orchestrate group boycotts without requiring the competitors to
communicate directly. [1, 2, 3, 4]

Algorithmic Collusion: In modern markets, third-party pricing software and
algorithms can act as a hub, allowing competitors to indirectly exchange sensitive
data and collectively set prices. [1, 2]

The Role of Consolidation

Market Power: Consolidation empowers a hub by increasing its market share and
negotiating leverage. A dominant firm is better positioned to coerce suppliers or
distributors into enforcing uniform vertical restrictions (like resale price
maintenance) or boycotting smaller rivals. [1, 2, 3]

Regulatory Scrutiny: Highly consolidated industries invite greater antitrust scrutiny
from agencies like the Federal Trade Commission and the Department of Justice

Antitrust Division. Mergers and acquisitions that build massive corporate "hubs"

often trigger investigations into whether the resulting company will use its scale to
stifle competition among smaller players. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5]
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Legal and Practical Nuance

Standing alone, vertical agreements (like exclusive dealing contracts between a hub and its
spokes) are usually legal and analyzed under the "rule of reason". However, if those vertical
contracts are used as tools to force competitors at the spoke level to coordinate or
maintain artificially high margins, they cross the line into illegal per se conspiracies. [1, 2,
3]

Human Perspectives

Hub and Spoke Antitrust Conspiracies and the Classic Case of Toys “R” Us v. FTC from
The Antitrust Attorney

An expert from The Antitrust Attorney highlights how dominant retailers use market power
to create illegal hub-and-spoke cartels.

“Have market power over the spokes. Ask for better pricing and terms. Insist that
manufacturers enter agreements with the hub. Insist that manufacturers enact resale-
price-maintenance (RPM) agreements. Insist that manufacturers boycott other retailers”

The Antitrust Attorney Blog

Analyzing Economic Incentives in Hub and Spoke Conspiracies from Cornerstone
Research

Researchers at Cornerstone Research outline how complex these relationships can be,
noting the difference between a powerful hub driving the conspiracy versus a group of
competitors utilizing a hub for cartel management. [1]

“Hub-and-spoke conspiracies are not a monolithic category. Their economic logic varies
dramatically, from a powerful hub coercing its partners (Class One) to a cartel of
competitors using a hub as a cartel management tool (Class Two)”


https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2765476
https://www.dechert.com/content/dam/dechert%20files/knowledge/publication/2015/4/AnalyzingIncentivesAndLiabilityinHubAndSpokeConpiracies.pdf
https://www.antitrust-alliance.org/hub-spoke-cases-trends-and-developments-august-2025/
https://www.theantitrustattorney.com/hub-spoke-antitrust-conspiracies-classic-case-toys-r-us-v-ftc/
https://www.cornerstone.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/01/Analyzing-Economic-Incentives-in-Hub-and-Spoke-Conspiracies.pdf

Cornerstone Research

If you are looking at this in the context of a specific industry or a business practice, please

tell me which sector (e.g., healthcare, tech, retail, media) you are concerned about so |

can provide more targeted information.
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Analyzing Economic Incentives in Hub and Spoke Conspiracies from
Cornerstone Research
Researchers at Comerstone Research outline how complex these relationships can be,

noting the difference between a powerful hub driving the conspiracy versus a group of
competitors utilizing a hub for cartel management. #

“Hub-and-spoke conspiracles are not a monolithic category. Their economic logic varies
dramatically, from a powerful hub coercing its partners (Class One) to a cartel of
compelitors using a hub as a cartel management tool (Class Two)"
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