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The two sides of platform collusion
Alexandre Carbonnel

Associate Director, NERA Economic Consulting, Paris, France

ABSTRACT
The recent case in the meal vouchers market in France has put collusion in two-
sided markets in the spotlight. This paper discusses the key insights from the
recent literature with respect to the consequences of collusion on prices and
consumer surplus. I explain why focusing exclusively on prices is misleading
in the case of two-sided markets and why a broader assessment also
accounting for the impact of collusion on externalities is required.
Furthermore, collusion does not necessarily harm all users, which justifies a
case-by-case approach. Finally, I provide a concrete example of the
assessment of collusion in two-sided markets using the example of the meal
vouchers market and show that the insights from the current literature do
not apply in this instance. This demonstrates the role that the characteristics
of the market under investigation play with respect to the conclusions that
may be drawn from collusion in two-sided markets.
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1. Introduction

The economics of two-sided markets are regularly discussed in antitrust
cases and in particular in the ones involving digital markets, in which
platforms play a key role.1 The assessment of anti-competitive practices
in two-sided markets raises complex questions due to the characteristics
of these markets, such as the existence of distinct groups of users and the
externalities arising between them.

A prominent topic in the economic literature is the market power that
platforms may obtain in certain circumstances to become dominant and
that may lead to exclusionary practices.2 The question of collusion in

© 2021 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

CONTACT Alexandre Carbonnel alexandre.carbonnel@nera.com
1See for instance COMP/34.579, Mastercard, Decision of 19 December 2007, COMP/39740, Google Search
(Shopping), Decision of 27 June 2017 and COMP/40099, Google Android, Decision of 18 July 2018.

2For an introduction to competition issues in two-sided markets, see Mark Armstrong, ‘Competition in
Two-Sided Markets’ (2006) 37 RAND Journal of Economics 668; Bernard Caillaud and Bruno Jullien,
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two-sided markets is, however, much less addressed in the literature even
though there are several known instances of collusive behaviour. They
relate notably to the newspapers sector,3 but collusion also occurred in
other two-sided markets such as between TV networks in Germany,4

between US universities on students’ financial awards5 and recently
between meal vouchers providers in France.6 The scarcity of academic
work on collusion in two-sided markets is surprising since, similarly to
other anti-competitive practices, there are specificities due to the
nature of two-sided markets, which must be accounted for when consid-
ering the impact of collusion on consumers.

In this paper, I provide a review of the main findings from the litera-
ture on collusion in two-sided markets, with an emphasis on the pricing
strategies of colluding firms and their implications on platforms’ users.
This review highlights the complexity of the assessment of collusion in
two-sided markets, and how conclusions depend on the characteristics
of the market and the collusive agreement. Collusion may have an asym-
metric and potentially opposite impact on the two sides of the market
that does not only depend on the effect of collusion on prices but also
on the externalities between the two sides.

I also use the recent case in the meal vouchers market in France as a
concrete example of the different effects of collusion on consumers and
to show that one cannot draw conclusions a priori on the consequences
of collusion without taking into account the specificities of the case. Fur-
thermore, I argue on the basis of the publicly available information that
there is no evidence suggesting that collusion had a negative impact on
users on either side of the market.7 I conclude that a cautious approach
is needed with respect to collusion in two-sided markets.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 focuses on collusive strat-
egies in two-sided markets and in particular on pricing strategies. Section 3

‘Chicken & Egg: Competition among Intermediation Service Providers’ (2003) 34 RAND Journal of Econ-
omics 309; Jean-Charles Rochet and Jean Tirole, ‘Platform Competition in Two-Sided Markets’ (2003) 1
Journal of the European Economic Association 990; Jean-Charles Rochet and Jean Tirole, ‘Two-Sided
Markets: A Progress Report’ (2006) 35 The RAND Journal of Economics 645.

3For an overview of collusion cases in the newspapers sector, see Yassine Lefouili and Joana Pinho, ‘Col-
lusion between Two-Sided Platforms’ (2020) 72 International Journal of Industrial Organization.

4See B6-22131-M-49/99, Decision of 25 July 1999.
5See Isabel Ruhmer, ‘Platform Collusion in Two-sided Markets’ (2010) <https://www.econstor.eu/
bitstream/10419/37258/1/VfS_2010_pid_406.pdf> accessed 10 June 2021.

6See Autorité de la concurrence, 19-D-25, Decision of 17 December 2019 regarding practices
implemented in the meal vouchers sector.

7The French Competition Authority identified a second type of practices implemented by meal vouchers
issuers, which related to the prevention of market entry and an agreement to delay the launch of
dematerialized vouchers. I do not discuss these practices in this paper.
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discusses the effects of collusion on users. Section 4 presents the meal vou-
chers case and the conclusions that may be drawn from it regarding the
assessment of collusion in two-sided markets. Finally, Section 5 concludes.

2. Collusive strategies in two-sided markets

The characteristics of two-sided markets make them distinct from tra-
ditional one-sided markets. First, platforms sell their products or services
to two groups of users. Second, the value that users on one side attach
to joining a platform depends on the number of users on the other side.
In other words, two-sided markets are characterized by the existence of
cross-group externalities, which are positive (resp. negative) if the
number of users on one side positively (resp. negatively) impacts the
demand on the other side.

These specificities, which are relevant both when platforms compete
and when they collude, have direct implications on the platforms
pricing strategies. Platforms must not only set prices for each group of
users as demand depends on the price structure8 but also account for
the interdependence between the demand expressed on each side.

In this section, I highlight the main insights from the literature on col-
lusive strategies implemented by platforms and focus more specifically on
the prices set on both sides under collusion. Before doing so, however, I
discuss the perimeter of collusion (one side versus two sides) as it is rel-
evant for the assessment of pricing strategies.

2.1. Colluding on one side or both sides?

Collusion in two-sided markets may, at least in theory, take place on only
one side or on both sides of the market. Evans and Schmalensee (2008),
who are among the first authors to have addressed the question of collu-
sion in two-sided markets, posit that, if platforms collude on one side of
the market only, they compete the supra-competitive profits away on the
other side.9 Therefore, they conclude that collusion is harder to sustain in
two-sided markets because of the need to coordinate and monitor actions
on both sides, which makes collusion more costly to sustain than in one-

8For instance, the demand for the services offered by a platform differs depending on whether it sets a
price of 1€ on side A and 2€ on side B or the reverse, even though the total price is in both cases equal
to 3€.

9David S. Evans and Richard Schmalensee, ‘Markets with Two-Sided Platforms’ (2008) 1 Issues in Com-
petition Law and Policy (ABA Section of Antitrust Law).
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sided markets. The conjecture that colluding platforms compete profits
away on the competitive side does not, however, rely on a formal model-
ling of collusive agreements in two-sided markets and is based on implicit
assumptions such as a price increase on the collusive side and the exist-
ence of positive cross-group externalities.

Subsequent work showed that the conclusions of Evans and Schmalen-
see are not robust and may only apply in specific situations. At best, they
cannot be generalized to all collusive agreements in two-sided markets. For
instance, Ruhmer (2010) shows that, when collusion is one-sided, plat-
forms only partly compete away on the other side the profits earned on
the collusive side. Therefore, this is not sufficient to annihilate the plat-
forms’ incentive to collude on only one side. Dewenter et al. (2011)
reach a similar conclusion when considering collusion in the newspapers
market, which is two-sided since newspapers generate revenues by inter-
acting with both advertizers and readers.10 In their model, collusion on
the advertizers’ side increases prices for them and leads to infra-competi-
tive prices on the readers’ side as advertising revenues are used to cross-
subsidize readers,11 but the overall profit of newspapers increases in a
general setting.12 Both papers present, however, some limitations:

. Ruhmer assumes that collusion on a given side of the market leads to
supra-competitive prices, which is not necessarily optimal from the
perspective of platforms.13 Furthermore, she focuses on a market
structure with single-homing on both sides, which excludes the case
of competitive bottlenecks arising when one side single-homes and
the other multi-homes.

. Dewenter et al. determine equilibrium prices both under
competition and collusion using a static framework instead of a
dynamic one, which would account for the sustainability of collusive
agreements.

10Ralf Dewenter, Justus Haucap and Tobias Wenzel, ‘Semi-Collusion in Media Markets’ (2011) 31 Inter-
national Review of Law and Economics 92. In their paper, the cross-group externality exercised by
advertizers on readers is positive. They justify this assumption by the fact that ads are, according to
them, informative, although this assertion is questionable. They also claim that negative cross-
group externalities do not change the conclusions of the paper.

11The cross-subsidy taking place between advertizers and readers also applies in the context of two-
sided collusion and may dominate in some cases the direct upward effect of collusion on prices in
the readers’ side, leading to a price decrease for readers even when collusion applies to both sides
of the market.

12The only exception is when there is no differentiation between newspapers for readers, in which case
the claim of Evans and Schmalensee that all supra-competitive profits obtained on the collusive side
are competed away on the non-cooperative side is verified.

13More precisely, she considers that, when colluding, platforms set prices at the highest level allowing
them to fully cover demand on the colluding side(s).
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A recent paper from Lefouili and Pinho (2020) provides a more com-
plete overview of collusive strategies in two-sided markets by addressing
the limitations described above. Their results confirm that, unless in very
specific situations, platforms have an incentive to collude even if on only
one side as their overall profit is higher than under competition. There-
fore, this contradicts the claim of Evans and Schmalensee that collusion is
not profitable when implemented on one side only.

2.2. Pricing strategies under collusion

The complexity of pricing decisions in two-sided markets described at the
beginning of this section has repercussions in the context of collusion,
whether collusion is one-sided or two-sided. Among the questions that
are specific to collusion in two-sided markets are:

(1) Does collusion necessarily imply higher prices for all users?
(2) How do cross-group externalities impact the pricing strategies of col-

luding platforms?
(3) Are pricing strategies of colluding platforms different when some

users multi-home?

The current literature on collusion in two-sided markets provides
responses to the questions above that I detail below. I first discuss
pricing strategies implemented in the case of two-sided collusion and
then in the case of one-sided collusion.

2.2.1. Two-sided collusion
When collusion is two-sided, one could a priori think that this implies
supra-competitive prices for all users. This conjecture is, however, incor-
rect as the literature highlights that it may be optimal for colluding plat-
forms to increase prices on one side only. For instance, Dewenter et al.
show that, although prices increase for advertizers in the context of col-
lusion between newspapers, it is not necessarily the case for readers. This
is because there are two opposite effects of collusion on readers’ prices: on
the one hand, collusion eliminates price competition between newspa-
pers (positive effect on readers’ prices), but, on the other hand, higher
advertising prices lead to more cross-subsidy from advertizers (negative
effect on readers’ prices). Therefore, the net effect is ambiguous and
depends on parameters such as the degree of differentiation between
newspapers and the market size.

EUROPEAN COMPETITION JOURNAL 5



The richer model of Lefouili and Pinho provides additional
insights on the pricing strategies of platforms when colluding on
both sides. They make a distinction between markets in which
users single-home on both sides and markets in which they multi-
home on one side and single-home on the other side (competitive
bottlenecks). In the former case, Lefouili and Pinho show that plat-
forms may set infra-competitive prices on one side when the
degree of differentiation between platforms is high on this side rela-
tively to the magnitude of cross-group externalities. In the latter case,
they conclude that collusion increases prices on the single-homing
side but does not affect them on the multi-homing side, although
this relies on the assumption that the market is fully covered on
the single-homing side.

Therefore, a general conclusion from the literature is that prices do not
necessarily increase on both sides even when collusion is two-sided.

2.2.2. One-sided collusion
When platforms implement collusion on only one side, one may intui-
tively believe prices to be supra-competitive on the collusive side and
infra-competitive on the competitive side, as platforms compete to
attract users on the competitive side to the extent that there is no
perfect multi-homing. This is indeed what Ruhmer and Dewenter et al.
show (see Section 2.1).

According to Lefouili and Pinho, however, this is not always the case.
Platforms may set infra-competitive prices on the collusive side and
supra-competitive prices on the competitive side, as opposed to the
reverse. This arises in markets in which the competitive side generates
strong cross-group externalities on the collusive side. In this case, plat-
forms have an incentive to set infra-competitive prices on the collusive
side and to soften competition on the competitive side through supra-
competitive prices. This means that, instead of obtaining a supra-com-
petitive profit on the collusive side, colluding platforms earn it on the
competitive side. More generally, they show that, when cross-group
externalities are positive, prices increase on one side and decrease on
the other side under collusion.

Therefore, not only collusion has an opposite effect on prices when
cross-group externalities are positive, but it may also imply that the
side on which prices decrease is the collusive one. This has impli-
cations on the effects of collusion on users as I explain in the next
section.

6 A. CARBONNEL



3. The effects of collusion on users

With respect to the effects of platform collusion on users, the literature
highlights the necessity to make a distinction between two-sided and
one-sided collusion, as well as between markets with single-homing on
both sides and with multi-homing on one side (competitive bottlenecks).

3.1. Two-sided collusion

The assessment of the effects of two-sided collusion on users demonstrates
the complexity of the task since, contrary to the intuition that onemay have
that two-sided collusionharms both sides, it is not necessarily the case.14 For
instance, recall from the previous section that Dewenter et al. show that, in
the case of two-sided collusion between newspapers, prices may be infra-
competitive for readers, which leads to a higher consumer surplus on the
readers side in their setting.15 Lefouili and Pinho also show that two-sided
collusion does not necessarily harm users on both sides, although they con-
sider a specific market structure with full market coverage under both com-
petition and collusion. In this case, collusionhas no impact on the quantities
sold and its impact on users only depends on prices. As a result, collusion
benefits (resp. harms) users on a given side if it decreases (resp. increases)
prices on this side. They make a distinction between:

. Markets with single-homing on both sides: as I explained in the pre-
vious section, prices may either increase on both sides or only one
side, which means in their setting that collusion may harm users on
both sides or only one side. The aggregate consumer surplus,
however, is always lower under collusion.

. Markets with single-homing on one side and multi-homing on the
other side (competitive bottleneck): collusion harms users on the
single-homing side and has no impact on the multi-homing side
since prices increase only for the single-homing side in their setting.

In a general framework in which collusion affects both prices and
quantities, however, the assessment of collusion is more complex when

14One exception is Ruhmer, who builds a model in which two-sided collusion implies higher prices on both
sides. This finding is, however, contingent on the type of collusive agreement considered, according to
which platforms set prices at the highest level allowing them to fully cover the market on both sides.

15This arises if the increase in cross-subsidization from advertizers due to higher prices outweighs the
direct effect of collusion on copy prices. This outcome is observed when the advertising market is
large and the degree of differentiation between newspapers is high for readers. If these conditions
are met, Dewenter et al. show that collusion harms advertizers but not readers.

EUROPEAN COMPETITION JOURNAL 7



it leads to higher prices on one side and lower prices on the other side. In
particular, users on the side where prices increase may actually be better
off than with competition, for at least two reasons. First, the stronger
positive cross-group externalities generated by the side where prices
decrease and demand increases may outweigh the direct negative effect
of higher prices (see Figure 1), potentially leading to an increase in the
quantities sold on the side where prices increase.

Second, in markets with partial multi-homing on one side, prices affect
the proportion of users that multi-home. Therefore, even when collusion
leads to higher prices on the single-homing side, users on this side may
potentially be better off than under competition as they indirectly
benefit from the lower prices on the multi-homing side. In this case, col-
lusion has two effects on the multi-homing side: it increases the demand
of users who single-home/multi-home under both collusion and compe-
tition (i.e. users who interact with the same platform(s) independently of
whether they compete or collude) as well as the proportion of users who
multi-home (see Figure 2). If there are strong positive cross-group
externalities from the multi-homing side, the positive consequences of
a higher demand on this side may outweigh the negative impact of
higher prices for users on the single-homing side. Furthermore, quan-
tities sold on the single-homing side may be higher under collusion
than under competition even when prices increase on this side.

Note that, in the two cases discussed here, I abstract from the potential
demand expansion arising on the side where prices decrease, as more
users decide to join at least one platform. This would reinforce the posi-
tive effect of stronger cross-group externalities and increase, all else equal,
the likelihood that the net effect of collusion on users of side A is positive.

Figure 1. Effects of collusion on side A users when prices increase on side A and
decrease on side B (single-homing on side B).
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Reciprocally, and for the same reasons, users on the side where prices
decrease under collusion may be worse off than under competition. The
lower cross-group externalities generated by users on the side where
prices increase, due to lower demand and/or a lower proportion of multi-
homing, may more than compensate the direct benefits of lower prices.

These observations have policy implications regarding the assessment
of the effects of collusion on users:

. Focusing exclusively on prices is a misguided approach as the effects of
collusion on users on a given side do not only depend on how prices on
this side are affected by collusion.

. The impact of collusion on cross-group externalities, which are an
important aspect of two-sided markets, must be considered alongside
the impact on prices, as they are both components of the utility func-
tion of consumers.

. As a result of the above, two-sided collusion does not necessarily harm
users for whom prices increase, to the extent that prices decrease on
the other side. Reciprocally, two-sided collusion does not necessarily
benefit users for whom prices decrease if prices increase on the
other side.

. Since two-sided collusion does not always harm users on both sides, it
is necessary to evaluate the effects on two-sided collusion on a case-by-
case basis.

3.2. One-sided collusion

When collusion occurs on only one side of the market, a general result
in the literature is that it affects users differently on each side of the

Figure 2. Effects of collusion on side A users when prices increase on side A and
decrease on side B (multi-homing on side B).
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market in terms of prices, at least when considering positive cross-
group externalities (see Section 2).16 Therefore, prices increase on
one side (not necessarily the collusive side) and decrease on the
other side.

On this basis, one could consider that one-sided collusion harms
users on the side where prices increase and benefits users on the side
where prices decrease. Although this is indeed what is observed in set-
tings in which collusion only affects prices but not quantities (see for
instance Ruhmer), this is not a general outcome for the reasons detailed
in Section 3.1. When prices increase on one side and decrease on the
other side under collusion, the effects of collusion on each side do
not only depend on how prices are affected but also on how cross-
group externalities are affected. This is a characteristic of two-sided
markets that is independent of whether collusion is two-sided or one-
sided.

For instance, Dewenter et al. explain that, when collusion only
applies to advertizers, the increase in readership associated with lower
copy prices on the readers side benefits advertizers through cross-
group externalities and that this may compensate the higher prices
charged by newspapers to advertizers. Raizonville (2020) shows that
the impact of one-sided collusion on users on the competitive side is
also a priori ambiguous when extending the model of Lefouili and
Pinho by considering demand expansion on the competitive side.17

In particular, he shows that one-sided collusion not only lowers
prices for users on the competitive side but may also increase the
number of users on this side.

The policy implications are similar to the ones discussed in the
context of two-sided collusion, although the conclusion that one
cannot determine a priori the effect of collusion on users is even
more relevant with one sided collusion. This is because collusion has
in this case opposite effects on prices on the two sides, which
implies balancing for each side the direct effect of a price variation
with the (opposite) indirect effect of variations in cross-group extern-
alities generated by the other side. The net effect of collusion is ambig-
uous for users on both sides of the market and requires a case-by-case
analysis.

16In the case of negative cross-group externalities, Lefouili and Pinho show that prices may move in the
same direction on both sides of the market.

17Adrien Raizonville, ‘Platform Coopetition in Two-Sided Markets’ (2020) 172 Revue d’Economie Indus-
trielle 19.
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4. Assessing the effects of collusion in practice: the example of
the meal vouchers case in France

Although there are relatively few instances of investigations of platform
collusion by competition authorities, the recent decision of the French
Competition Authority (FCA) regarding the meal vouchers market pro-
vides an interesting case study. Figure 3 depicts the functioning of this
market:

. Issuers sell vouchers to employers and charge them a price based on
the vouchers face value, to which they add a commission.

. Employers distribute the vouchers to their employees, who can use
them in restaurants and shops that accept vouchers as payment
mean.18

. The vouchers collected by restaurants and shops are sent back to
issuers and reimbursed according to their face value minus a
commission.

The FCA fined the four main issuers for sharing information on indi-
vidual market shares (number of issued vouchers), on which I focus
below, and agreeing to control market entry and delay the launch of
dematerialized vouchers.

When assessing the effects of information sharing, the FCA accounted
for the two-sided nature of this market19:

Figure 3. Representation of the meal vouchers market.

18Employees contribute financially through their salary, which means that the cost of the meal vouchers
is shared between employers and employees. In practice, employees’ contribution is between 40% and
50% of the vouchers’ value.

19See paragraphs 16–20 of the decision.
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. Issuers deal with two distinct group of users. On the one hand, they sell
meal vouchers to employers (employers’ side) and, on the other hand,
they reimburse restaurants and shops (acceptance side) for the col-
lected vouchers.

. The value attached by employers to an issuer’s vouchers increases with
the number of restaurants and shops accepting them on the other side,
and reciprocally. Therefore, cross-group externalities are positive on
both sides.20

. The demand for the vouchers of a given issuer depends not only on the
overall commissions charged to the two sides of the market, but also
on how they are split between them. In other words, price structure
matters.

Furthermore, the meal vouchers market is a competitive bottleneck
with one side single homing (the employers’ side) and one side multi
homing (the acceptance side).21 On the employers’ side, users single-
home because of the high transaction costs and loss of degressive com-
mission rates22 when dealing with multiple issuers.23 On the accep-
tance side, competition between restaurants (or shops) provides them
with an incentive to accept vouchers from more than one issuer,
even more so that transaction costs are low on this side of the
market.24

In line with the literature on competitive bottlenecks, the FCA notes
that, in the absence of collusion, competition between issuers takes
place on the single-homing side (employers’ side).25 Issuers compete to
build a large user base on the employers’ side as they have monopoly
power over access to them due to single-homing and can, as a result,
charge high commission rates on the multi-homing side (acceptance
side).

In this market, the asymmetry of competition between the two sides is
exacerbated by its characteristics. On the employers’ side, issuers may, by
decreasing their rates, not only divert demand away from other issuers
but also attract employers that are not clients of any issuer (new

20See paragraphs 159–162 of the decision.
21See paragraphs 156 and 157 of the decision.
22An employer splitting the purchase of its vouchers between two or more issuers pays higher commis-
sion rates than it purchases the same volume from a single issuer.

23In other words, there is an opportunity cost for an employer in interacting with more than one issuer as
it would benefit from lower commission rates by purchasing all vouchers from a single issuer.

24Furthermore, the incentive of restaurants and shops to differentiate themselves by widely accepting
meal vouchers is even higher to the extent that meal vouchers and other payment means such as
cash and credit cards are imperfect substitutes from the perspective of employees.

25See paragraphs 169–175 of the decision.
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clients). Therefore, there is a demand expansion effect on this side, which
increases the incentive to decrease prices compared to a situation in
which the demand would be fully covered on the employers’ side.26 On
the acceptance side, however, issuers have no incentive to decrease
their commission rates. First, there is near perfect multi-homing,
which means that restaurants and shops accepting meal vouchers typi-
cally accept vouchers from all issuers.27 Second, most restaurants and
shops accept vouchers and are insensitive to price variations.28 Therefore,
there is little demand expansion associated with a decrease in commis-
sion rates.

Since the agreement between issuers consisted in sharing information
on the number of vouchers issued, it is a case of one-sided collusion tar-
geting the single-homing side in a competitive bottleneck. I explained in
Section 2 that, in this context, the literature shows that prices increase on
one side and decrease on the other side to the extent that cross-group
externalities are positive, as it is the case here. Depending on the strength
of these externalities, prices may increase on the collusive side and
decrease on the competitive side or vice versa.

In the meal vouchers case, the FCA noted that the commission rates
decreased on the collusive side (employers’ side) and increased on the
competitive side (acceptance side) during the period of the practices.29

This of course does not necessarily mean that, in the absence of collu-
sion, the commission rates would have been higher on the employers’
side and lower on the acceptance side. The FCA considers that the
available data were not available to conduct such analysis. On the
employers’ side, the FCA is of the opinion that commission rates
could have decreased even more in the absence of collusion, although
there is no evidence pointing to this conclusion.30 On the acceptance
side, the FCA’s view is that collusion likely caused an increase in com-
mission rates.31

Concerning the effects of information sharing, the FCA concluded that
there was a “certain but limited” harm to the economy based on three
observations32:

26See paragraph 179 of the decision.
27See paragraph 156 of the decision.
28See paragraph 175 of the decision.
29See paragraphs 176–178 of the decision. Furthermore, the FCA explains in its decision that the com-
mission rates overall increased when considering both sides of the market.

30See paragraph 754 of the decision.
31See paragraph 758 of the decision.
32See paragraph 753 of the decision.
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. Stable individual market shares during the information sharing period.

. Low attrition rate (clients switching from one issuer to another).

. Slow decrease in the commission rates charged by issuers on the
employers’ side, which could have decreased more substantially in
the absence of information sharing according to the FCA.

None of these observations, however, are evidence of the existence of
negative effects of information sharing on users. Therefore, the FCA does
not provide a convincing demonstration of the harm that may have been
caused by information sharing between issuers, on either side of the
market.

In this context, it could in theory be the case that collusion led to an
increase in commission rates on both sides of the market or on only one
side (either side). For clarity of exposition, I focus below on a scenario
in which the observed variations in commission rates can indeed be attrib-
uted to collusion, which would mean that collusion caused a decrease in
commission rates on the employers’ side and an increase on the acceptance
side. In the model of Lefouili and Pinho, this outcome is consistent with a
market in which the multi-homing side (restaurants and shops) generates
high cross-group externalities on the single-homing side (employers). They
conclude that, in a competitive bottleneck when prices decrease on the col-
lusive side and increase on the competitive side, collusion harms users on
the collusive side and benefits them on the competitive side. Furthermore,
the aggregate consumer surplus decreases.

These results cannot, however, be transposed to the meal vouchers
case because of the differences between the characteristics of the meal
vouchers market and the setting considered in the literature. The conse-
quences of these differences in terms of effects on demand and cross-
group externalities are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Effects of collusion on the single-homing side in competitive bottlenecks in the
meal vouchers case and in the literature, for similar price effects.

Effect on demand Effect on cross-group externalities

On the single-
homing side
(collusive side)

On the multi-
homing side

(competitive side)

On the single-
homing side
(collusive side)

On the multi-
homing side

(competitive side)

Meal vouchers
market

Demand
expansion (new
users)

Limited negative
effect

Stronger cross-
group
externalities

Limited negative
effect

Literature
(Lefouili and
Pinho)

No demand
expansion

Smaller proportion
of multi-homers

No change Weaker cross-group
externalities
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There are also implications on the conclusions that one may draw
from collusion. Contrary to what Lefouili and Pinho conclude from
their model when collusion leads to a price decrease on the collusive
side and an increase on the competitive side, it is a priori unclear
whether collusion in the meal vouchers case harmed the single-homing
side (employers’ side) since:

(1) The price decrease, assuming it can be attributed to collusion, had a
positive effect on consumer surplus for the inframarginal users (i.e.
users that were client of an issuer prior to the price decrease).

(2) The price decrease led to demand expansion, which is an effect that
does not arise in the model of Lefouili and Pinho and that increases
consumer surplus.

(3) Cross-group externalities from the other side are unlikely to have
decreased substantially if the demand on the multi-homing side
remained broadly constant despite the price increase. Therefore,
the negative effect on consumer surplus on the employers’ side was
at worst limited.

In fact, it is unclear whether collusion had a negative effect on either side
of the market because collusion had two opposite effects on the multi-
homing side. On the one hand, prices increased (negative effect) but with
little effect on demand if it is inelastic. On the other hand, cross-group
externalities from the other side were stronger (positive effect) if demand
increased on the employers’ side. Therefore, the overall effect is ambiguous.

Beyond the implications for this specific case, this discussion shows
that the effects of collusion in two-sided markets are highly contingent
on the characteristics of the markets. It also provides a concrete
example of the need for further research to understand how collusion
affects users not only through the direct effect on prices and demand
but also through the indirect effect on cross-group externalities.

5. Conclusion

This paper provides an overview of the current literature on collusion in
two-sided markets, which remains a topic less extensively discussed than
other anti-competitive practices in these markets. There are, however,
significant differences with traditional one-sided markets that are also
relevant when considering collusion, and that affect the strategies
implemented by platforms and their effects on consumers.
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Concerning the pricing strategies of colluding platforms, the literature
shows that it may be optimal for them to increase prices on one side only
and to decrease them on the other side, independently of whether collu-
sion occurs on one side or both sides. When evaluating the effects of col-
lusion on users, one should not focus exclusively on prices as consumer
surplus is also impacted by the variations in cross-group externalities. As
a result, users on one side of the market may be better off with collusion
even if prices increase for them, to the extent that they benefit from stron-
ger cross-group externalities.

Finally, using the meal vouchers case as a concrete example of collu-
sion in two-sided markets, I explain that it is impossible to conclude a
priori on the effects of collusion on users and that a careful assessment
taking into account all the specificities of the market considered is
required. In the specific case of the meal vouchers market, I argue that
it is unclear whether collusion harmed users on either side of the market.
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