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competition from non-dentist providers of teeth whitening services. NC Board argued that, 
because it is a state agency, it is exempt from liability under the federal antitrust laws. That is, 
the NC Board sought to invoke what is commonly referred to as the “state action exemption” or 
the “state action defense.” The Supreme Court rejected this contention and affirmed the FTC’s 
finding of antitrust liability.  

In this decision, the Supreme Court clarified the applicability of the antitrust state action 
defense to state regulatory boards controlled by market participants: 

“The Court holds today that a state board on which a 

https://www.ftc.gov/system/files/documents/reports/policy-perspectives-competition-regulation-advanced-practice-nurses/140307aprnpolicypaper.pdf
https://www.ftc.gov/system/files/documents/reports/policy-perspectives-competition-regulation-advanced-practice-nurses/140307aprnpolicypaper.pdf
https://www.ftc.gov/news-events/press-releases/2008/04/ftcdoj-submit-letter-supreme-court-south-carolina-proposed
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II. Overview of the Antitrust State Action Defense 
 

“Federal antitrust law is a central safeguard for the Nation’s free market structures  . . . . 
The antitrust laws declare a considered and decisive prohibition by the Federal Government of 
cartels, price fixing, and other combinations or practices that undermine the free market.” N.C. 
Dental, 135 S. Ct. at 1109.   

Under principles of federalism, “the States possess a significant measure of 
sovereignty.” 
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B. Below, FTC Staff describes when active supervision of a state regulatory board is 
required in order successfully to invoke the state action defense, and what factors are 
relevant to determining whether the active supervision requirement has been satisfied. 
 
1. When is active state supervision of a state regulatory board required in order to 

invoke the state action defense?   

General Standard: “[A] state board on which a controlling number of decisionmakers 
are active market participants in the occupation the board regulates must satisfy 
Midcal’s active supervision requirement in order to invoke state-action antitrust 
immunity.” N.C. Dental, 135 S. Ct. at 1114. 

Active Market Participants: A member of a state regulatory board will be considered to 
be an active mark
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board meetings show that the non-electrician members generally are not informed or 
knowledgeable concerning board business – and that they were not well informed 
concerning the particular restraint at issue. In this scenario, FTC Staff may determine 
that the active market participants have exercised the decisionmaking power of the 
board, and that the active supervision requirement is applicable. 

Example 7: The state board of electricians consists of four non-electrician members and 
three practicing electricians. Documents show that the electrician members frequently 
meet and discuss board business separately from the non-electrician members. On one 
such occasion, the electrician members arranged for the issuance by the board of 
written orders to six construction contractors, directing such individuals to cease and 
desist from providing certain services. The non-electrician members of the board were 
not aware of the issuance of these orders and did not approve the issuance of these 
orders. In this scenario, FTC Staff may determine that the active market participants 
have exercised the decisionmaking power of the board, and that the active supervision 
requirement is applicable. 

 

2. What constitutes active supervision?   

FTC Staff will be guided by the following principles: 

 “[T]he purpose of the active supervision inquiry . . . is to determine whether the 
State has exercised sufficient independent judgment and control” such that the details 
of the regulatory scheme “have been established as a product of deliberate state 
intervention” and not simply by agreement among the members of the state board. 
“Much as in causation inquiries, the analysis asks whether the State has played a 
substantial role in determining the specifics of the economic policy.” The State is not 
obliged to “[meet] some normative standard, such as efficiency, in its regulatory 
practices.” Ticor, 504 U.S. at 634-35. “The question is not how well state regulation 
works but whether the anticompetitive scheme is the State’s own.” Id. at 635. 
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Scenario 1: Example of satisfactory active supervision of a state board regulation designating 
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welfare of citizens and to promote competition. 

 The agency issued a written decision accepting, rejecting, or modifying the scope 
of practice regulation recommended by the state regulatory board, and explaining the 
rationale for the agency’s action. 

 

Scenario 2: 
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The following do not 


