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Pass-Through, Common Impact, and Structural Modeling in
Indirect Purchaser Class Certification
By Michelle M. Burtis, Darwin V. Neher, Neill Norman, Marshall Yan1
1.

Introduction

In an antitrust case, when a proposed class of indirect purchasers claims injury due
to alleged anticompetitive conduct on the part of defendants, the question of “passthrough” — whether and in what amount an anticompetitive overcharge is “passed
through” from the defendants’ direct customers to the proposed class members —
is often a key issue. In order to prove using common evidence that a class of
indirect purchasers has been affected, plaintiffs must demonstrate that a common
method exists to determine whether defendants’ direct customers passed through
an overcharge to the indirect purchasers. That is, to establish “common impact,” or
fact of injury, the proposed class members must set forth a model or methodology
using common evidence to show that the prices they paid were affected by the
alleged conduct, even though the defendants did not sell directly to the proposed
class members, did not set the prices proposed class members paid, and may not
have sold the same type of products proposed class members purchased.
There is considerable literature related to the modeling, and empirical
measurement, of cost pass-through in industries and by firms.2 A question that has
arisen recently is whether a “structural” econometric model of pass-through can
provide a common methodology that establishes the existence of pass-through to a
proposed class of indirect purchasers.3 In this paper we argue that the use of
structural modeling for this purpose must be met with considerable skepticism.
Some structural models commonly used by economists rely on assumptions from
which a positive pass-through rate follows as a mathematical necessity. An
econometric analysis of pass-through that relies on such a model is plainly
inappropriate, because the model assumes the conclusion it sets out to prove;
regardless of actual pass-through decisions made by intermediary firms in the
marketplace, the model inevitably finds a positive pass-through rate.
2.

Structural Models and Assumed Pass-Through

A structural econometric model typically has multiple equations, each of which
describes economic behavior or is an identity.4 For example, a supply equation, a
demand equation and an identity that sets supply equal to demand together
constitute a structural model. These equations are derived from economic theory.
Statistical estimation of a structural model allows one to make inferences about the
nature of the behavior of economic actors, such the elasticity of demand of
consumers or the elasticity of supply of producers.5
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One recently proposed method for the analysis of cost pass-through in the context
of establishing common impact in an indirect purchaser case relies on a common
form of structural model, which includes a model of end-user product demand and
certain simplifying assumptions about firms’ costs and pricing behavior. In
particular, the model assumes that marginal costs are constant and that observed
prices are the result of simplified profit-maximizing conduct by competing firms.
Prices therefore satisfy certain mathematical conditions that obtain when profit is
maximized within the particular simplified specifications of demand, cost, and
competition that the model adopts.
This form of structural model, and its variants, is part of a broader set of structural
models that have served as the foundation for economic analysis of a wide range
of questions, including, for example, the analysis of demand for and substitution
between differentiated products, such as cars and breakfast cereal, the analysis of
vertical contracts between manufacturers and retailers, the analysis of U.S. import
quota policies, and merger simulation in antitrust analysis.6
However, the assumptions of the model described above have two important
consequences that make it inappropriate for establishing common pass-through, or
common impact in the context of indirect purchaser class certification. First, cost
pass-through rates are inferred without using data on direct purchasers’ actual
input costs, including the allegedly collusive prices charged by upstream
manufacturers.7 In a research context, this is a great convenience, as input cost
data are typically scarce. However, the model’s mathematical conditions that
guarantee the existence of profit-maximizing prices also imply that pass-through
rates are necessarily positive.8 The results from such a model can be interpreted
only as a prediction about pass-through rates conditional on the underlying
assumption in the model about price-setting conduct. That is, the model does not
directly measure pass-through, nor does it test for the existence of pass-through.
Moreover, the predicted pass-through rates are averages, as the model can only
control for a limited set of demand characteristics. Thus, the model would not
generally be capable of determining whether or not an individual indirect purchaser
was impacted.
Because the underlying assumptions of the model constrain the result it produces,
the use of this model in this class certification context is clearly inappropriate.
Indirect purchaser plaintiffs must show that a method exists that can demonstrate
whether or not an overcharge is passed through to all class members using
evidence common to the proposed class. A structural model of the type we have
described in which pass-through is positive by assumption, does not meet this
burden; it simply assumes the conclusion that pass-through will occur.9
One particular example used to support the argument that pass-through can be
determined by a common method is the structural model found in the 2008 analysis
by Donghun Kim and Ronald Cotterill.10 Kim and Cotterill use a structural model to
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estimate cost pass-through rates for various types of processed cheese. However,
they do so without using any cost data, and thus, without directly analyzing how
prices may change with cost changes. Kim and Cotterill first estimate a demand
system for the various types of processed cheese. In their analysis, they consider
two assumed competition scenarios: 1) the firms compete with one another by
simultaneously choosing their respective prices to maximize their individual profits;
and 2) the firms collude with one another to pick their prices to maximize their joint
profits. Under each competition scenario, the authors assume that each firm would
pick an optimal price that maximizes the firm’s relevant profits (individual or joint)
given the estimated demand system and their constant marginal cost. These
behavioral assumptions, in the context of the structures they impose, imply a
mathematical relationship between the firm’s optimal, profit-maximizing price and
its marginal cost. Marginal cost, however, is not observed; it is inferred based on
the observed price, the assumption that marginal cost is constant, and the
assumed pricing behavior of the firm.
The key assumption relied upon by Kim and Cotterill is that within their simplified
setting, for each firm, there exists an optimal price (or prices) that maximize the
firm’s profits. In their model, a unique profit-maximizing price exists only if the
demand function satisfies certain mathematical conditions. However, the very
conditions that guarantee the existence of a profit-maximizing price also guarantee
a positive pass-through rate; that is, the existence of a profit-maximizing price also
guarantees that firms will increase price in response to an increase in marginal
cost. Therefore, the approach in Kim and Cotterill cannot be used to determine
whether there is cost pass-through on a class wide basis as the approach assumes
a positive pass-through rate by design.11
The link between a unique profit-maximizing price and a positive cost pass-through
rate is mathematical. A profit-maximizing firm in Kim and Cotterill’s setting is one
that sets price so that marginal revenue (which is specified via Kim and Cotterill’s
assumed demand structure) is equal to marginal cost (assumed to be constant). At
this price, the incremental revenue realized due to a one-unit output increase (or,
equivalently, a price reduction that elicits a one-unit increase in demand) is equal to
the incremental cost of an additional unit of output.
Two further mathematical conditions relied upon by Kim and Cotterill ensure that
profits reach a maximum when marginal revenue and marginal cost are equal. At
any price greater than the optimal price, the firm must be able to increase profits by
cutting its price and increasing output; that is, marginal revenue must exceed
marginal cost. At any price less than the optimal price, the firm must be able to
increase profits by increasing its price; that is, marginal revenue must be less than
marginal cost. Taken together, these conditions imply that marginal revenue must
be an increasing function of price.
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Now consider the impact of an increase in marginal cost. A profit-maximizing firm,
in the setting specified by Kim and Cotterill, must choose a new price so that
marginal revenue is once again equivalent to marginal cost. That is, because
marginal cost has increased and the condition for profit-maximization is marginal
cost equal to marginal revenue, marginal revenue must also increase. Because
marginal revenue is an increasing function of price, it follows that a profitmaximizing firm will raise its price in response to an increase in marginal cost. The
condition of profit-maximization (e.g. marginal revenue equals marginal cost) in this
stylized setting therefore insures a positive pass-through rate.
3.

Conclusion

Structural econometric models are useful analytical tools and can provide valuable
insights. However, the use of a structural model requires a clear understanding of
the economic assumptions that inform the model. It is critical that the model be
constructed so that it is able to suitably address the economic question to which it
is being applied. As we have discussed above, a structural model that assumes
constant marginal costs and simplified profit-maximizing conduct on the part of
individual firms may implicitly assume a positive pass-through of cost changes.
Such a model is simply the wrong tool to investigate the existence of cost passthrough, because the model assumes an answer to the question it seeks to
address.
Analyzing pass-through is important and necessary in determining whether a class
of indirect purchasers was commonly impacted by an increase in price to direct
purchasers. That is, pass-through of cost changes cannot simply be assumed.
Economics recognizes that prices may be “rigid,” in certain circumstances, that is,
not responsive to changes in economic variables, such as cost, and thus, indicating
the absence of pass-through.12 Various empirical studies have found that prices do
not always respond to changes in supply and demand.13 The reasons that realworld pricing may not behave as the simple theoretical models predict include
product heterogeneity, the costs associated with changing prices, the
responsiveness of buyers to changing prices that may lead sellers to absorb cost
increases, varying consumer preferences for product availability that may affect
prices and price changes, the length of time buyers and sellers do business,
demand variability, and industry concentration.14
Given that pass-through is an empirical issue, it is important to apply empirical
tools that have the ability to answer the question of whether or not cost changes
are passed through. Structural models designed for other purposes, like the KimCotterill model described above, do not have this capacity, and thus are not useful
in these circumstances.
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