
Position: Collusion Risks Among AI 
Reasoning Agents Justify Certification 

Requirements for Making Market Decisions
By Matthew Riemer, Tommaso Tosato, Amin Memarian, Maximilian 

Puelma Touzel, Glen Berseth, Irina Rish, and Guillaume Dumas

Contact: mdriemer@us.ibm.com 

Code: https://github.com/mattriemer/LLMCartel 

mailto:mdriemer@us.ibm.com
https://github.com/mattriemer/LLMCartel


AI Agents Are Among Us

➔ With the rise of AI agents, more and more tasks throughout society are being automated 
◆ Key Question: What will the impact on society be if economic decision making tasks 

(e.g. over prices or supply of goods) are automated using AI reasoning agents?  
➔ Our Finding: The effectiveness of these agents is already at a dangerous level that 

undermines current antitrust law, which relies on formation of explicit agreements
◆ Our Position: A behavioral certification should be required before models can be used 



The Danger of Tacit Collusion
➔ The goal of antitrust law is to make 

markets more efficient and competitive 
☑ Ideal “free market” Nash equilibria 
☒ Monopoly w/ max price gouging 

➔ The most direct issue is consolidation, but 
when firms collude it can have the same 
net effect with any number of firms
☑ Explicit Collusion: regulated by 

antitrust law w/ explicit agreements 
☒ Tacit Collusion: same effect, but no 

mechanism for regulation



Escalation of Tacit Collusion
➔ The classic example of tacit collusion is between two gas stations in a 

remote town, but this issue has become exacerbated in modern society 



Two Ways Forward
➔ Economists and legal experts have identified two main paths for 

potentially addressing algorithmic tacit collusion (Harrington, 2018):

“Developing competition law for collusion by autonomous artificial agents” by J.E. 
Harrington. Journal of Competition Law & Economics, 2018.



Prompts Are Not Enough

➔ A simple prompt to maximize profit results in substantial tacit collusion
➔ Prompts deterring collusion either don’t qualitatively change the story or 

result in even higher prices that approximate monopoly levels 



Dissociation of CoT and Behavior

➔ By developing a simple steering vector, we found that we can greatly 
regulate the prices and profits achieved by varying a vector magnitude

➔ Surprisingly, LLM judges looking at the CoT cannot detect this change
◆ Correlation is not significant 0.025 (p=0.867) across 7 different 

LLM judges trying to detect collusion based on CoT semantics



Towards A Better Future
Our results demonstrate that:

1. Reasoning agents such as those based on DeepSeek-R1 have a 
default tendency to collude regardless of their prompt

2. CoT also cannot be directly interpreted and thus algorithmic 
interpretability is not a possible path for regulating these agents

➔

We argue that behavioral certification is the only remaining solution:

➔ It will be difficult yet necessary to design an adequate certification
➔ Steering models towards competition is a promising direction 
➔ It is possible steered models could actually be a net benefit to our 

economy as tacit collusion has already become pervasive 
➔


