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TENSION BETWEEN 

FIRMS THAT SEEK TO DO GOOD

AND FIRMS THAT SEEK POWER



TWO MOVEMENTS RISING

Stakeholder Capitalism
1. Sincere challengers to neoliberalism, advocating for more democratic systems 
by sharing and decentralizing power through systemic reforms for workers, 
consumers, and independent businesses

2. Actors using S.C. as a tactic to forestall regulatory intervention and to shield to 
retain the private regulatory power that dominant firms now exercise in many 
areas of the economy.

Anti-Monopoly
1. Sincere challengers to concentrated corporate & financial power and its 
abuses (structuralists, Neo-Brandeisians)

2. Actors using antitrust to retain the status quo, who use the “consumer 
welfare standard” and “efficiency” defenses as legal cover for monopolization



• Businesses, investors, legal and corporate 

scholars, and activists agitating under the 

banner of “responsible business.”

• Varying theories of change and tactics

• Want to achieve social outcomes through 

the corporate sector (both with and without 

the state’s support). 

• Favor the tools of private capital and 

corporate influence — via culture change, 

financial incentives, and tweaks to corporate 

governance.

• Implemented through voluntary corporate 

initiatives, self-regulation, and

market mechanisms

•  “universal owners” (via mutual or 

index funds and diversified 

portfolios) increasingly

collaborate to raise the ESG 

standards of portfolio companies 

• Theory that it will be more 

profitable in the long term

• ESG can differ from stakeholder 

capitalism in that, by definition, it 

supports the use of shareholder 

power to create systems change. 

• S.C. rhetorically de-emphasizes 

shareholder primacy, but  solutions 

often use shareholder engagement

• Anti-monopoly movement, at least 

rhetorically, aligns with the stakeholder 

capitalism agenda on e.g., workers’ rights 

and poverty

• Differs in its analysis of the cause, 

pointing not only to profit maximization, 

but specifically to corporate abuses of 

power and a structural imbalance of power 

within the economy

• Advocate for enforcement of anti-

monopoly laws and other sector-specific 

regulations

DEFINING TERMS

STAKEHOLDER CAPITALISM
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•BEEF: Four largest meatpackers — Tyson Foods, JBS, National Beef and Cargill — control ~85% of the market and have regional monopolies
(Source: Politico)

•INTERNET: At least 83.3 million Americans only have one broadband provider to “choose” from(Source: ISLR)

•DEFENSE: Since the Cold War, 51 aerospace and electronics companies combined into 5, all of which are also massive defense contractors
(Source: AELP)

•INSURANCE: In at least five states—Alaska, Delaware, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Wyoming—Blue Cross Blue Shield had 100% market 
dominance in 2018. Alabama BCBS had 99% in 2018 (Source: Health Payer Intelligence) 

•FARMING: Since 1980, America has lost 50% of its cattle farms, 80% of its dairies, and 90% of its hog farms, most of which were family farms
(Source: AELP)

•CHEERLEADING: Varsity Brands (owned by Bain Capital) owns 90% of cheer competitions in the US(Source: AELP)

•FUNERAL SERVICES: Often local monopolies. In 1960, funeral related expenses averaged ~$700 / person. Today, they average more than 
$8,000, and a casket alone can cost more than $10,000. (Sources: ATTN and AELP)

•HEALTHCARE: In 2019, PE companies did 226 roll-up deals in health care, almost 5x the amount in 2015. (Source: Bloomberg)

•NUMEROUS OTHERS: Semiconductors, commercial chemical production, railroads, kidney dialysis, hospitals, banking, etc.

https://www.politico.com/news/2020/05/25/meatpackers-prices-coronavirus-antitrust-275093
https://ilsr.org/report-most-americans-have-no-real-choice-in-internet-providers/
https://www.economicliberties.us/our-work/courage-to-learn-defense-aerospace/
https://healthpayerintelligence.com/news/bcbs-companies-hold-almost-50-of-market-share-on-aca-marketplaces
https://www.thegazette.com/subject/opinion/guest-columnist/the-meat-supply-is-at-risk-more-family-farms-are-the-answer-20200426
https://mattstoller.substack.com/p/cheerleading-monopolies-and-sexual
https://www.attn.com/stories/173/fear-reaper-cost-death-soaring
http://www.nfda.org/news/trends-in-funeral-service
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-10-28/how-private-equity-helped-corner-the-cancer-care-market-in-naples-florida


RISING MARKET POWER LEADS TO:

• Lower wages
• Higher inequality
• Higher consumer prices
• Lower productive investment
• Less business dynamism
• Lower firm exit and entry rates
• Less innovation
• Lower Growth 
• Fragile Supply Chains
• Political capture
• National security risks
• Subversion of democracy
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Markups & Higher Consumer Prices
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(Source: De Loecker, Eeckhout, Unger 2018)

In 1980, average 
markups were about 
20% above marginal 
cost — today, they are
above 60%.

Jan De Loecker, Jan Eeckhout, and 
Gabriel Unger, “The Rise of Market 
Power and the Macroeconomic 
Implications,” The Quarterly Journal of 
Economics, May 2020



Lower Investment in Concentrated Industries

Relative to valuations, investment is low. In concentrated industries, it is 20% lower.

B A L A N C E D  E C O N O M Y  P R O J E C T

Concentration and Investment Gap



Less Innovation
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• IMF report shows 
that competing 
firms are hurt when 
a market leader 
engages in more
M&A: “this evidence 
suggests that M&A 
can act as a drag on 
growth, especially 
when they involve 
dominant firms.”

— Rising Corporate 

Market Power: Emerging 

Policy Issues, IMF, March 

2021



Lower Business Dynamism

• Entrepreneurship rates historically low (Covid boosted these numbers somewhat)
• Firm entry and exit rates declining
• Horizontal and vertical integration/expansion leaves less room for competitors
• Consolidated companies control the fundamental infrastructure on which other potential competitors rely (e.g. Amazon and sales 
platform, open-source codes, vertical integration of hardware and software for advanced computing power of AI & ML) 
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Lower Growth
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• Global GDP is 9-10% lower (about $8 trillion less) than 
it would be if we had the competitiveness of 1980.

• High profits may not be good for the economy, if they 
are gained through the exercise of market power alone. 

• Fallacy of composition (high profit margins act as 
drag on growth, innovation, etc. which harms 
investors)



Workers falling behind

For decades, the labor share
was two-thirds of GDP
globally. In 1980, the
labor share began to
decline, from 65-66% of
GDP, to about 58-59% today
(a decline of 7%). 

Overall, that is around $6
trillion less going to workers
every year.
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-- Brookings Report: “Profits and the pandemic: As shareholder 

wealth soared, workers were left behind,” April 2022
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"Despite commitments by a majority of the 22 

companies to voluntarily embrace more 

inclusive, worker-friendly ‘stakeholder 

capitalism,’ the pandemic test revealed that the 

system changed little. It still overwhelmingly 

benefits shareholders, executives, and billionaire 

heirs and founders. Meaningful change is unlikely 

to come from corporations themselves, whose 

executives are deeply incentivized to preserve 

the current system."

BRT Signatories Fail Workers on Living Wages

https://www.brookings.edu/research/profits-and-the-pandemic-as-shareholder-wealth-soared-workers-were-left-behind/


Monopsony Power affecting workers and suppliers
Worsening worker bargaining power across the board

• More than half of US labor markets are highly concentrated (HHI above 2,500) — this drives down wages
• Increase in mandatory arbitration clauses in employment contracts
• Noncompetes: 18% of the entire American workforce is covered by them, even franchisees or fast food workers, 
only decreased in 2017 after an outcry
• Decline of unions / workers prevented from forming a union (e.g. Amazon heat mapping warehouses most likely 
to organize)
• Precarious work situations (unstable hours, earnings, or scheduling) 
• Increase in contract work without benefits, etc.

Suppliers and Third-Party Sellers

• Etsy Strike
• Meta charging 47.5% on all digital assets sold in its metaverse
• Apple & Google app store commissions, Coalition for App Fairness
• Amazon’s $31 billion in revenue from seller fees
• Grocery store suppliers being charged “compliance fees” for late delivery, due to supply chain issues
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STAKEHOLDER CAPITALISM’S BLINDSPOT:

Source: MoneyWeek

MONOPOLY POWER

https://moneyweek.com/economy/global-economy/602067/whats-worse-monopoly-power-or-government-intervention


ESG Funds — BlackRock
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ESG Funds — iShares
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Vanguard FTSE Social Index Fund Admiral Shares (VFTAX)
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Tech Companies and Jobs
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Tech Companies and Tax
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Source: Vincent Deluard, StoneX Macro



Age of Asset Management • Oligopolies now exist not only within specific 
industries, but are funded and owned by 
oligopolistic shareholders

• “Big Three” asset managers —BlackRock, 
Vanguard, State Street—manage over $15 trillion 
in combined global AUM, over 3/4 of U.S. GDP 
(Steele, 2020)

• 82% of all assets flowing into all investment 
funds—both active and “passive”—over the last 
decade have gone to the Big Three. (Steele)

• On average the Big Three own 22% of the typical 
S&P 500 company (Bloomberg)

• Fee reduction, (basically to zero for index funds) 
means competition is unlikely to reduce 
concentration
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Age of Asset Management

“If historical trends continue, a 
handful of giant institutional 
investors will one day hold 
voting control of virtually every 
large U.S. corporation. Public 
policy cannot ignore this 
growing dominance, and 
consider its impact on the 
financial markets, corporate 
governance, and regulation. 
These will be major issues in the 
coming era.” 

— Jack Bogel, Founder of Vanguard B A L A N C E D  E C O N O M Y  P R O J E C T



Conservative Critiques Echo Milton Friedman

• Free Enterprise Project, a conservative 
shareholder activist group, self-described as the 
“nation’s leading program for confronting liberal 
shareholder activism” has previously advised 
conservative investors on how to vote against 
“corporate wokeness.” 

These and similar arguments echo Friedman’s 
concerns that corporations and executives would 
become all-too-powerful arbiters of political life.

But zealous application of Friedman’s doctrine, 
the single-minded focus on profits above all else, 
led to a corporation elevated to such high 
political stature that it undermined the 
countervailing mechanisms of the state and the 
polity altogether. B A L A N C E D  E C O N O M Y  P R O J E C T



Rising Shareholder Resolutions
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Current Interventions — Limitations & Opportunities

•Antitrust enforcement: historically ineffective due to focus on 
consumer welfare vs. labor, efficiency focus

• Merger review: very few mergers blocked due to relaxed 
merger review guidelines from Reagan 

• Corporate governance reform efforts: mostly focused on 
voluntary internal change, e.g., BRT statement on corporate 
purpose, spotty at best

• Corp gov reform doesn’t address asset allocation or portfolio 
construction and the role of finance/financial incentives and 
can even depend on asset management consolidation, 
potentially leaving some negative impacts unaddressed

• Disclosures: more information does not necessarily translate 
into accountability

• Political capture means corporations and asset managers can 
write the rules in their favor – lobbying, political spend, 
revolving door
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Embrace Anti-Monopoly Policy Solutions
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1. Champion President Biden’s Executive Order on Promoting Competition in the American
Economy

2. Publicly support the FTC and DOJ in investigating anticompetitive mergers and breaking
up companies that are too dominant.

3. Support the FTC in its ongoing investigation of coercive contract terms that harm workers
and small businesses. Denounce contract terms that are regularly used to dominate and
intimidate smaller competitors, suppliers, and workers (take-it-or-leave-it terms, known as 
contracts of adhesion)

4. Support the FTC and DOJ in their efforts to review and update the federal merger guidelines,
and champion more transparency, scrutiny, and oversight of mergers and acquisitions
in both public and private markets.



Embrace Anti-Monopoly Policy Solutions (cont’d)
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5. Support state attorneys general who are bringing antitrust cases, e.g.,: Washington,
D.C., against Amazon; a coalition of 36 state AGs, led by Colorado and including
Puerto Rico and Guam, against Google Search; a coalition of nine states, led by Texas,
against Google Ad Tech; the state of Ohio against Google (in attempts to convert the
company into a public utility); and a 48-state co-sponsored case against Facebook.

6. Support New York state’s “Twenty-First Century Anti-Trust Act” (Bill S933A), the most 
comprehensive update to state antitrust law in a century, introduced by Senator Mike Gianaris.

7. Support additional research on the role of mergers and acquisitions and their effects on
the economy, in particular, serial acquisitions, rollups, and private equity add-ons, and the
harms these strategies pose to stakeholder groups and fair markets.

8. Bring private antitrust suits against dominant firms that have demonstrated clear harms
to stakeholders.



Conclusion
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“The first truth is that the liberty of a democracy is not safe if the people tolerate 

the growth of private power to a point where it becomes stronger than their 

democratic state itself. That, in its essence, is fascism — ownership of government 

by an individual, by a group, or by any other controlling private power. ... Among us 

today a concentration of private power without equal in history is growing.”

— PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT



THANK YOU!


