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1 Introduction

Describing the current state of the theory of finance is no easy task. A field of study which,

at the time when Gutenberg’s Einführung in die Betriebswirtschaftslehre appeared, i.e.

1958, seemed largely descriptive and self-contained, has since undergone a turbulent and

rapid development. As it has evolved, increasing use of microeconomic models and

approaches has led to an understanding of the subject as one whose main purpose is to

provide explanations, while the emphasis placed by classical business economics on

description and recommendations for corporate design and management solutions has been

relegated to the background. Erich Gutenberg’s comprehensive analysis of corporate

finance in the third volume of his Grundlagen appeared in 1968; while it places a new

accent on numerous aspects of the subject matter, the general tenor is firmly rooted in the

classic understanding of what business economics (or business administration - I use these

terms interchangeably) is basically about.

There can scarcely be a domain of business economics that would claim to owe less to the

tradition of Erich Gutenberg than the modern theory of finance. Yet in the present essay I

would like to question this general preconception. I shall be demonstrating that current

research in certain areas of finance has reached a point where it comes very close to what I

consider the Gutenbergian view of an enterprise as something with autonomous interests.

For this reason, it would seem useful to preface my selective overview with a discussion of

Gutenberg’s ideas themselves. The intention will be to elaborate a number of fundamental

differences and some – to my mind, at least – remarkable parallels between Gutenberg and

current research in the area of finance. The following sections focus on two current and, in

my view, crucial questions of finance, namely the building of long-term financial

relationships and the design of effective corporate governance structures that enable owners

to exercise control, i.e. to monitor the activities of managers.

What I am not attempting to do is to provide a comprehensive overview of investment and

the theory of finance in general. For one thing, several comprehensive surveys of this kind

have recently appeared (Franke 1993, Brennan 1995, Shanken/Smith 1996), so that a

further attempt could hardly be expected to contribute anything new. For another, given the

abundance of issues addressed and methods currently being pursued under the heading

„Finance“, a complete overview would seem (to me) to be more of a hindrance than a help
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in tracing trends in recent research. My selection is a reflection of my main interests; and

hopefully it will also make it easier to draw the connection to Erich Gutenberg, which is

what concerns us here.

Viewed from a distance, the current research into investment and finance appears to be

dealing with a broad, loosely-meshed network of individual topics. Even from afar, it is not

difficult to recognise that adjacent knots in this net represent interconnected sets of themes.

The sets of themes addressed by the theory of finance are dominated by questions relating

to the design of explicit and implicit contractual arrangements between investors and

enterprises. In this context, the discussion focuses particularly on individual forms of

financing in situations characterised by asymmetric information, as well as on alleviating the

resultant incentive problems.

An incomplete list of corporate finance themes includes the determinants of optimal capital

structure and optimal dividend policy; the problems associated with specific forms of

financing, in particular debt and equity capital under asymmetric information; but also the

characteristics of various forms of internal finance; and in addition, the role of mechanisms

designed to mitigate the incentive problems that have been identified: monitoring, bonding,

self-selection and screening.

A second major area of study is investment and capital market theory, whose  practice-

oriented significance is often more impressive than that of corporate finance. This second

domain includes portfolio theory, capital market theory and option pricing theory, as well as

models designed to explain interest rate structures and exchange rate movements. Studies

grounded in investment theory have provided a decisive impetus for corporate financial

management and for the development of markets, especially those in which derivative

products are traded. As an example, one might cite research into the measurement and

control of portfolio risks, where the portfolios in question are the entire assets of a bank

(including equity and debt securities, as well as derivatives, in particular swaps and options).

The link between corporate finance- and investment-related themes is the theoretical and

empirical analysis of institutions in the financial markets, i.e. the analysis of financial

intermediaries such as banks, insurance companies and unit trusts (mutual funds). The list

could also be extended to include stock exchanges. There exist today, grouped under the
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heading „market microstructures“, independent programmes of research into the optimal

characteristics and the informational efficiency of various forms of market organisation, in

particular dealer and auction markets.

As a methodology, empirical studies have gained in importance in recent years, and

occasionally experimental studies on subjects such as market microstructure are published.

The profusion of different fields of study (and the above is by no means a complete list) and

their substantial and growing importance within economic research as a whole is

underscored not least of all by the fact that between 1990 and 1997 no fewer than five

Nobel prizes were awarded to business economists specialising in investment and finance.

The Theory of Finance: Overview

Capital markets Corporate Finance

Stocks Bonds Derivatives Corporate
finance

Financial
Intermediation

Corporate
Governance

� Valuation
� Application

� Valuation
� Application

� Valuation
� Application

� Credit management
� Security design

� Banking theory
� Relationship

� Market for
corporate

� Underwriting lending control

(debt and equity) � Corporate

Portfolio management � Dividend policy governance

� Capital structure � Remuneration

of managers

Performance
measurement

Risk
management

Market microstructure
� Auction and dealers

markets
� Informational efficiency
� Liquidity

Against this background, the purpose of the present paper is to select a number of „knots“

in the „network“ referred to above, nodal points that fall into the „theory of finance“

category, and to indicate the links between these nodal points. It is not possible to discuss

here the history of the ideas that underpin financial research, and the development of those

ideas over the past four decades. Instead I refer the reader to my essay on „financial theory
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between market and institution“. In Krahnen (1993a) the development of financial theory is

presented as a series of pendulum swings between a primarily market-oriented and a

primarily institution-oriented approach. This duality of market versus institution is also

evident in recent writings on market microstructure (Spulber 1996) and banking theory

(Bhattacharya/Thakor 1993).

2 Erich Gutenberg’s Finanzen and modern theory of finance

The outstanding impression left by Gutenberg’s Finanzen is that all financing problems are

derivative: the protagonist throughout Gutenberg’s oeuvre is production – be it in the

modelling of production, the optimisation of the production process or the accentuation of

product policy. All other functions of a business operation are of secondary importance,

being subordinate to production. This allocation of roles is particularly clear in the case of

finance. Volume III of the Grundlagen is structured along very similar lines to the first

volume, Die Produktion, and also uses largely the same terminology. The main thrust of

Vol. III is to link the decision-making problems in the sphere of production to their

respective effects in terms of liquidity and finance. The arguments Gutenberg puts forward

here consistently move in the same direction: they proceed from the opportunities for

production to the financial effects, which, although they can be conceived of as separate

(sub-) problems of optimisation, remain nonetheless dependent on the given production-

related decisions.1

Present-day theory of finance takes a radically different approach. It has become a

comprehensive theory of decision-making within enterprises, and its models seek to

establish links between the claims and behaviour of all the parties involved in the enterprise

in terms of Pareto-optimal agreements. Production issues, if considered at all, appear in a

highly condensed form, e.g. in the sense of a postulated production function or postulated

alternative investment projects, and thus play no more than a peripheral role. To better

appreciate the transformation that has taken place in the relative importance the theory of

finance attaches to the various elements involved, let us imagine for a moment that a

company’s value added is represented by a vehicle. In Gutenberg’s time, financial

managers were perceived as petrol pump attendants who filled up the corporate vehicle

                                               
1 An exception to this rule is the treatment of unusual situations, such as bankruptcy or reorganisation,

where the financing side is also said to have consequences for the production-related decisions.
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with the liquidity it needed to run on. From a present-day viewpoint, financial managers are

seen as having traded in their pump attendant’s uniform for a chauffeur’s cap. Their task is

now to direct and control the company’s creation of value added and therefore – to retain

the vehicle image – they now have their hands on the steering wheel.

When reading Finanzen, three characteristics stand out which, taken together, also

underscore the supportive, ancillary role of financial management in a world that is primarily

governed by the imperatives of production.2

First, optimal corporate financing policy is a function of the firm’s capital needs, its capital

fund and the co-ordination of these two factors. These three elements also form the subjects

of Parts I, II and III respectively of the third volume of Grundlagen der

Betriebswirtschaftslehre. Here, the supply of, and demand for capital are developed as two

exogenous functions, independent of one another, which are derived primarily from the

exigencies of the production process.3 Against this background, Part III then deals with the

co-ordination of the two in the sense of an elaborate simultaneous planning process which

also attempts to capture in precise detail the temporal dimension of the production process.

As is customary in models of integrated investment planning, the underlying payment flows

of the investment alternatives and financing alternatives are assumed to be independent of

one another. In isolating the optimisation problem on the level of the individual enterprise,

simultaneous planning models refrain from any explicit attempt to model the

lender/investor’s rationale, his objectives and his constraints. As a programme for research,

this view has consistently been superseded by one which focuses on the endogenous nature

of capital needs and the supply of finance (see Weingartner 1977 and Krahnen 1993).

Second, Gutenberg’s research programme presents the enterprise as an autonomous unit,

i.e. largely independent of the stakeholders (owners, creditors, employees, etc.) which have

become such an integral feature of today’s discourse. In particular, there is no special

orientation towards the interests and goals of any one group, e.g. shareholders (see, for

                                               
2 The dominance of non-monetary considerations in Gutenberg’s works can also be explained with

reference to the historical period in which he was writing, a period in which the problems of a war
economy and of economic reconstruction played a particularly important role.

3 Gutenberg had already set forth a tentative version of this interpretation in his review of Polak’s (1926)
influential survey of the „basic features of finance“, see Gutenberg 1927.
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example, Gutenberg 1980, p. 1484). This assumption by Gutenberg presumably coincides

with the view taken within large firms even today – despite an increasing tendency to

express the enterprise’s commitment to maximising shareholder value. In contrast, the

dominant view underlying today’s theoretical models of contractual relationships is that

there are no interests of the enterprise as such, i.e. a co-ordinated set of goals pursued by

various actors, as discrete from their own respective individual interests. Generally

speaking, the constellation of interests of one group, namely the shareholders, are

postulated as the given objective function (of the principal), and an attempt is then made to

minimise the degree of deviation from these objectives by optimising the design of the

contracts concluded with the agent or agents.5

Third, the guiding principle underlying the process of co-ordination between capital needs

and the so-called capital fund in Gutenberg’s third volume is the need to ensure that a

permanent „financial equilibrium“ is maintained. This term implies that the cash flow must at

all times be at least equal to the outgoing payments that simultaneously fall due. The notion

of a financial equilibrium first appears in Gutenberg’s review of Polak’s „Grundzüge der

Finanzierung mit Rücksicht auf die Kreditdauer“ (see Gutenberg 1927). In the context of

simultaneous planning models, the stipulation of a financial equilibrium for any time t

translates into an inequation which compares the cumulative volume of a firm’s cash flow

up to time t with the volume of its outgoing payments during the same period. (For details,

see Gutenberg 1980, pp. 272-277.) Gutenberg broadens the concept of financial equilibrium

to include situations of uncertainty. The term „financial elasticity“ is used to denote options

for adjustment in cases where actual values differ from target values. Financial reserves

should be available for such contingencies, he argues (see Gutenberg 1980, Chapter 14).

                                               
4 Here he writes, for example: „...es lassen sich ohne Zweifel Fälle aufweisen, in denen das Verhalten von

Großaktionären und Inhabern von Einzelfirmen und Personengesellschaften gegen das Interesse des
Unternehmens, seine Sicherheit und seine Entwicklung verstoßen hat„ [...instances can undoubtedly be
identified in which the behaviour of major shareholders and owners of sole proprietorships and
unincorporated firms has run counter to the interests of the firm, its security and its development]
(emphasis added).

5 Although the shareholders’ objectives are normally assumed to dominate (because they are regarded as
residual claimants), there is no logical imperative that necessarily precludes the dominance of the
objectives of any other group of actors, e.g. those of managers (employees). For a legal perspective on this
question, see Schmidt/Spindler 1997; see also the explanation of the management function (labelled
„dispositiver Faktor“ by Gutenberg), i.e. the people who perform management functions, e.g. regarding an
optimal design of a company’s input-output relationship in Albach 1989, pp. 67-72.
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The basic situation assumed by Gutenberg – that of the enterprise as an entity with

autonomous interests was probably shaped to some degree by his own experiences in a

mechanical engineering firm when, in the 1920s, he was being prepared to assume

management responsibility for his father’s agricultural machinery factory.6 Gutenberg’s

notion of the (autonomous) interests of the firm was thus not naive, as is evidenced by his

discussion of conflicting interests between management and owners (Gutenberg 1951, pp.

381-383).7

From the standpoint of today’s dominant theory of the firm, the notion of the enterprise as

an entity with autonomous interests appears not merely to be a relic from a bygone age, but

is indeed a veritable counterpoint to a stakeholder-oriented model of the firm. In the

stakeholder model, corporate goals can be derived from the constellations of persons and

groups that are part of or connected with the company. Ultimately, owners – or

shareholders – make their impression on corporate decisions by virtue of their role as

residual claimants. The interests of all the other parties, in particular those of the firm’s

employees and creditors, enter into the optimisation programme in the form of constraints.

Viewed from this angel, the drive for financial equilibrium appears to be more of an

incentive problem than a useful constraint for the firm’s optimisation programme. This

reassessment of the financial equilibrium is a consequence of an orientation towards the

market value of the firm, which has become the generally accepted practice today.

Maximising market value may be accompanied by financial equilibrium, but it does not have

to be. In particular, when a corporate strategy geared towards maximising market value

leads to (partial) liquidation, the equilibrium condition can and should be broken in the

interests of market value maximisation. If, nonetheless, priority is accorded to financial

equilibrium, the outcome is a variation of the overinvestment problem described in the

annex. Thus, today financial equilibrium is not „economically correct“, either as a goal or as

a constraint (for a more detailed discussion of this point, see Wagner 1997).

For the past 20 years, the theory of finance has been dominated by principal-agent models

aimed at optimising the realisation of owners’ interests in a situation characterised by

                                               
6 He never actually assumed this entrepreneurial role because the firm was liquidated in 1925, enabling

Gutenberg to continue his academic career. See Albach 1989, Chapter 1.
7 I thank Albrecht Dietz for drawing my attention to this element of Gutenberg’s work. The incentive-

oriented view of the firm was, however, not systematically integrated into the rest of his writings, notably
in the field of finance.
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asymmetric information or incomplete contracts. The notion of an enterprise with

autonomous interests of its own is alien to these models. Nonetheless, the principal-agent

models allow for conflicts of interest between owners and management, e.g. over the

efficient liquidation of the firm’s assets. In the more recent incomplete contract models, the

interests of management are oriented (at least in part) towards the so-called private benefits

of control, a term which refers to the additional benefits derived from expanding the

resources controlled by the management. These benefits continue to accrue even when the

firm’s capital base has been expanded beyond its optimal level. And under such

circumstances, unrestrained management decisions can lead to, for example, inefficient

liquidation decisions. Or, conversely, units of the company that earn a below-market return

may be retained even though they reduce shareholder value. This occurs because the

expansion of the capital base, which promises to increase their private benefits, makes

inefficient investments appear attractive in the eyes of the management.

In this situation, an optimal financing structure can force the management to take liquidation

decisions that are optimal from the point of view of the shareholders. For example, in the

model devised by Hart (1995, Chapter 6), imposing the condition of a sufficiently high level

of debt ensures that control shifts to the creditors in states of the world in which there is a

danger of an inefficient perpetuation of the firm by the management.

The theoretical and empirical literature largely tends to view financing agreements from the

point of view of management control (the control paradigm). The design of individual

contracts or of a portfolio of such contracts (capital structure) serves to overcome the

divergence of goals between investors and management in a cost efficient manner. I would

like to take the next few pages to sketch a number of developments in the theory of finance

which call the control paradigm into question. The situations analysed include some in

which shielding the firm to a certain degree against direct, market value-induced

intervention by the shareholders proves to be advantageous. In my view, they reveal

tendencies towards an approach which postulates the existence of a firm’s autonomous

interest in securing its own survival. And I interpret this as evidence of a shift towards the

notion of financial equilibrium as a goal to be pursued by an enterprise. In contrast to

Gutenberg’s concept, however, here it is compatible with the superordinate idea of market

value maximisation – and is therefore a tenable argument even when applied to a

competitive market environment.
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Finally, it should be pointed out that the three characteristics of Gutenbergian financial

theory referred to here – the exogenous nature of the supply of, and demand for capital; the

autonomous nature of the interests of the firm; concentration on financial equilibrium – are

connected to one another. From a present-day standpoint, they are three features of a

corporate management that, for one thing, acts under highly competitive conditions, for

another, takes decisions on a basis largely detached from the interests of the present

shareholders, and that, finally, takes account of a long-term survival interest as a strict

constraint on its investment decisions.

3 Control as an issue for the theory of finance

The purpose of this section is to present some recent ideas on management control

exercised via financial instruments. The underlying intuition is based on a recently published

study by Martin Hellwig on corporate finance (see Hellwig 1997). Three „channels“ of

control are referred to, corresponding to the classic division of financing into equity capital

and debt capital (as the two forms of external finance) and internal finance.

3.1 The market for equity capital

In the 1980s and early 90s, the notion of corporate control via the market for company

shares was the subject of intensive theoretical and empirical investigation. Scepticism

regarding the efficiency of a market for corporate control, which was expressed in the early

works on the subject by Grossman/Hart 1980 and Stiglitz 1972, was countered by

overwhelming evidence of increased market value realised through, for example, hostile

take-overs (see Jensen/Ruback 1983). Later studies argue that an increase in the market

value of stocks may be the result of a redistribution at the expense of unprotected

stakeholders (especially employees) (Shleifer/Summers 1988). It is also claimed that the

effectiveness of the market for corporate control is significantly impaired by countervailing

activities entrenched corporate administrations which have been able to set up protective

devices („poison pills“) to make take-overs more difficult (see also Jensen 1991).

In the theoretical literature Harris/Raviv (1988) and Grossman/Hart (1988) examine the

conditions under which the market for corporate control functions, a market which is

particularly likely to be activated by induced changes of management. In a model of

incomplete contracts with private benefits of control for management, the authors show that

widely dispersed share ownership creates optimal incentives for a take-over if, in order to
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acquire a majority of the voting shares, it is also necessary to buy up the majority of

payment flows. The condition of optimality derived from this model corresponds to a

corporate governance structure in which each share certificate entitles the holder to

precisely one vote („one share-one vote“).

The optimal control structure of a firm is different from this if the private benefits of control

for some shareholders are very large. This would conceivably be the case in a family

business, for example. Here, Grossman/Hart’s 1988 analysis predicts that second-class

shares with limited voting rights will be issued. This practice, as manifested in the issue of

non-voting preferential shares, is quite common in a number of European countries, though

not in the United States. For Italy it is possible to demonstrate a statistically significant

correlation between the size of the price discount for non-voting shares and the percentage

of voting shares in the hands of a single person or a single family (Zingales 1994). This can

be interpreted as an indication that corporate control via the market for equity capital is not

very effective.

On the whole it would appear that the market for equity capital can only temporarily be an

effective instrument of corporate control, and only in a small number of countries (Hellwig

1997).

3.2 Long-term credit relationships and corporate control

The significance of relationship lending in the theory

Relationships (between companies and their regular banks or „house banks“) are a key

concern of contemporary research, both theoretical and empirical, because they allow one

to demonstrate with particular clarity the market-versus-institution duality (Allen/Gale

1995, Rajan 1996, Holmström/Tirole 1996). Let us briefly examine why this is so. Even

from the most cursory appraisal of external corporate finance it is immediately apparent that

debt capital can be provided both via markets and via intermediaries. Debt capital is

supplied via markets in the form of bonds, whereas debt capital via intermediaries typically

takes the form of bank loans. Many observers, particularly those who focus on the Anglo-

Saxon capital markets, have noted that market-traded bonds have been gaining ground

recently, while bank-intermediated credit finance has experienced a corresponding decline

(Hellwig 1991, Edwards/Mishkin 1995, Domanski 1997, Berlin/Mester 1997).
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The question of a possible „Obsolescence of Commercial Banking“ (Miller 1997) is an

obvious one to ask. That intermediaries are likely to be pushed back still further is indicated,

among other things, by the positive returns to scale that are expected to come from

centralised credit assessment by rating agencies, as a substitute for decentralised assessment

by several banks. Furthermore, market-traded bonds permit a superior risk allocation, and,

thanks to daily valuation and realisation on the exchanges, they offer a high degree of

liquidity and rapid information revelation.

In this context, the theoretical literature has devoted particular attention to the opportunities

and risks associated with the renegotiation of multi-period loan agreements. Incentive-

compatible contracts are determined which on the one hand prevent renegotiation (e.g.

Stiglitz/Weiss 1983), or, on the other hand, intentionally provide for renegotiation as a

possible means of sequential incentive creation (e.g. Hart/Moore 1988). When comparing

market-oriented long-term bond financing with intermediary-oriented long-term credit

relationships, the literature discusses two arguments in particular.

Dewatripont/Maskin 1995 see the advantages of bond financing in the certainty of being

able to avoid renegotiation. The argument runs as follows: if debt finance is provided not

via the market but by a person or an intermediary, and if the borrowing enterprise in

question runs into difficulties that prevent it from repaying the credit on schedule, the lender

is caught in a classic „lock-in“ situation. The credit it disbursed now constitutes sunk costs,

while the borrower can renegotiate. It is now in the lender’s own interests to agree to, say,

an additional loan, a remission of interest or a repayment deferral if by doing so it makes

repayment at some later date more likely. The inefficiency of this process is derived from

the fact that when the loan is first issued the borrower already knows it can renegotiate if it

encounters problems later, and thus may from the very beginning have an incentive to invest

suboptimally. A single lender would find it difficult to signal credibly at the start of such a

relationship that it would not be willing to renegotiate. In contrast, in the case of a bond

traded in the market with a large number of anonymous bond-holders there is virtually no

chance of successful renegotiation. Even if the holders of the bond were known, the free-

rider problem creates an incentive for every bond-holder to abstain from the renegotiations

and thereby uphold the full value of his or her claim.

The counterposition emphasises the freedom of action under uncertainty that arises as a

consequence of renegotiation. Supporters of this argument apply it in particular to the

special nature of the financing relationship between lenders and their clients, and stress the
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positive aspects of the opportunity to renegotiate in this context (see Breuer 1994, Berlin

1996, Rajan 1996). In relationship lending there is a special bond of trust which may have

evolved through the lender’s many years of dealings with this contractual partner, as well as

through the lender’s being especially well informed about the qualities of the borrower and

its projects. In any case, so the hypothesis runs, superior information creates a basis for

trust which can, in effect, bind the borrower to the lender in a reversal of the lock-in

situation described above.

This is so because the cancellation of a loan could also signal to uninformed competing

lenders that this was a borrower with a bad project, as a consequence of which they would

impose correspondingly strict terms on any loan they might grant to that particular firm, or

indeed the firm may not receive a loan at all. In this situation the relationship bank or „house

bank“ can offer an implicit insurance without having to fear that the borrower will try to

exploit its position. This insurance may consist in the bank’s willingness to extend the term

of the loan if the borrower runs into acute liquidity problems, or to waive interest and

principal payments without making use of its right to sue for bankruptcy. In return for this

service, the borrower pays an insurance premium which may take the form of a larger

margin (to be paid later) or large commission fees on additional (future) business (cross-

selling). In terms of pricing policy, this is an intra- or intertemporal cross subsidy. Under

these conditions, financing through an intermediary represents a means of smoothing the

supply of liquidity to firms. In order to be able to serve as a buffer in this respect, banks

must themselves be protected against shocks. In this connection, Berlin/Mester (1997)

emphasise the role of interest inelastic core deposits (i.e. savings deposits subject to

statutory withdrawal notice).

It is worth dwelling for a moment on the question of why the smoothing effect on payment

flows that is associated with relationship finance should be efficient. One reason is that it

allows observers to distinguish between transitory and permanent idiosyncratic – i.e. firm-

specific – shocks. Relationship lenders, which are comparatively well informed, are in a

position to identify transitory shocks more reliably than uninformed sources of capital (e.g.

investors in the bond market), who will not be able to distinguish between transitory and

permanent problems and therefore will not be able to adjust their lending terms and

conditions (interest rate, collateral, volume) accordingly.

This situation, taking idiosyncratic shocks into account, provides a starting point for a

positive theory of financial relationships. At this stage it should be noted that liquidity
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buffers cannot always be made available on the basis of public information, i.e. information

to which the market has access, and that therefore the provision of insurance by an

intermediary based on private information can be of value.

Empirical significance of relationship lending

Can the existence of this insurance function in the context of financial relationships be

demonstrated empirically? Under which conditions can it evolve in competitive markets?

The answer to these questions follows directly on from the question of the „Obsolescence of

Commercial Banking“ referred to earlier. Insofar as, under competitive conditions, credit

relationships evolve in which the borrower is locked in and profit expectations are positive,

relationship banks will not (and cannot) be squeezed out of the market.

In the past, systematic empirical research into the question of credit finance has failed

mainly because of a lack of available data. In the meantime, data sets of this type exist for a

number of countries. In one of the first event studies on the significance of credit finance,

James (1987) finds in the U.S. stock market a positive risk-adjusted excess return on the

shares of firms that announce the granting of a bank loan. Follow-up research by

Lummer/McConnell (1989) and James/Wier (1990) demonstrates that a significant wealth

effect occurs when the extension of an existing credit relationship is announced, but not

when a first-time loan is granted.

The authors interpret this result as an indication of the significance of relationship lending.

According to this view, a decision to extend a credit relationship is based on information

that the bank has been able to acquire during the course of the preceding business

relationship. A decision to extend can therefore be interpreted as a decision backed by

information which is superior and private, i.e. the details are not known to the market.

Under these circumstances, an announcement of the extension of a credit relationship can be

regarded by the market as a positive signal of quality (in the sense of a low default

probability), which causes the value of that firm’s equity to rise. The difference between an

extension and the granting of an initial loan lies in the fact that a first-time loan is not based

on private information, since even the credit assessment of a bank can, as a rule, only draw

on public information.

A series of studies on the United States have been based on extensive new data sets on the

terms and conditions of loans issued to small and medium-sized enterprises. Petersen/Rajan

(1994) apply the results of a theoretical study by Diamond (1991) on the acquisition of
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reputation in bond markets, taking the length of an uninterrupted business relationship

between bank and firm and the diversity of the business relationship with the lender (cross-

selling) as proxies for the strength of a relationship.

Using data on the most expensive form of finance in each case, namely trade credit, the

authors find that the relationship variables have a significant impact. They interpret this

finding as corroboration of the hypothesis on credit rationing advanced by Stiglitz/Weiss

(1981).

In contrast, they find no correlation between their relationship proxy and the interest margin

agreed upon in the credit contract. In a parallel study using the same data set but this time

applied to lines of credit, Berger/Udell (1995) find that borrowers with longer contractual

relationships pay lower interest margins and have to furnish less collateral. However, both

of these studies leave open the question of whether the observations are indeed an effect of

relationship lending, or whether they merely reflect a learning effect based on long-standing

customer relationships which applies equally to normal banking relationships and to „house

bank“ relationships, similar to the experience rating with which we are familiar from the

insurance business.

A recently concluded investigation allows us to differentiate for the first time between

house-bank and normal banking relationships based on a data set for the Federal Republic of

Germany (Elsas/Krahnen 1998). This involves the self-assessment of credit department

managers with regard to the „relationship“ quality of individual loans chosen at random

from their loan portfolios.8 One of the insights to emerge from this survey was that the

length of the business relationship, which in previous experiments had been used as a

discriminatory criterion, is an imprecise proxy for the existence of a „house bank“-type

relationship. It turns out that the median length of business relationships between borrower

and bank is indeed about the same for house bank relationships as for normal banking

relationships, the difference being not statistically significant. Thus the duration of a credit

relationship cannot be a precise discriminatory criterion for relationship lending.

The hypothesis was tested which claims that where there is a perceptible change in the

client’s credit standing the house bank assumes an insurance function (Rajan 1996) insofar

as it does not reduce the absolute volume of the finance it provides, and in fact increases it

                                               
8 The survey was conducted in early 1997 at five German banks: Bayrische Vereinsbank, DG-Bank,

Deutsche Bank, Dresdner Bank, West LB. On the data set used, see Elsas et al. (1998).
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in relative terms. In contrast, normal banks in the same situation will, according to this

hypothesis, reduce their financial commitments in both absolute and relative terms. A panel

regression for the German data set confirms the hypothesis that house banks perform an

implicit insurance function and finds no such characteristics for normal banks. For the

purposes of this investigation, changes in the banks’ internal rating of its customers was

taken as an indicator of a perceptible change of credit standing.

However, this does not answer the question of how the insurance service provided by a

house bank is paid for. As yet, no conclusive data are available that would enable us to

verify the hypothesis of intra- or intertemporal cross subsidies. However, there is also

reason to doubt whether the internal customer costing data needed for earnings-oriented

relationship management could be made available.

Empirical interest in the structure of credit relationships has been growing recently, and it is

to this area of research that we must turn in order to obtain empirical evidence of the

existence of an economic value of relationship lending. Theorists have offered a large

number of possible explanations, most of which are derived essentially from the private

information capital referred to at the beginning of this section, which the lender accumulates

during its long-lasting relationship with its client and which, in terms of content, extends

beyond the stock of public information which accrues in the context of normal banking

relationships.

Modelling long-term debt contracts

Although empirical inquiry into the existence and significance of relationship lending has

only just begun,9 the general question of the conditions for the co-existence of long-term

finance supplied by intermediaries (private debt) and finance obtained directly in the market

(public debt) appears to pose a challenge to the theory of finance. Closely linked to this

question is not only the question of a permanent line of separation between direct market

relationships and indirect, intermediated relationships, but also the theoretically significant

question of the general modelling of long-term contractual relationships. As well as

providing an explanation of relationship lending, other possible applications of such models

include the more general issue of how reputation is accumulated. These models need to take

                                               
9 The reader is referred to the conference on „Credit Risk Management and Relationship Banking“ organised recently

by the Center for Financial Studies at the University of Frankfurt (Main) and the Salomon Center of Stern School of
Business (NYU), where the findings of empirical research into relationship lending in the United States, Norway,
Germany and Italy were presented (see also the forthcoming symposium in the 1998 Journal of Banking and Finance).
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account of the risks and opportunities created by the fact that the preferences of the

participants may change (for opportunistic reasons) over time in the sense of time-consistent

behaviour.

Whether the possibility of renegotiation is to be seen as something positive or something

negative - as a welfare-reducing risk or as a welfare-enhancing opportunity - is by no means

clear a priori, but depends on the design of the model. On first examination one notices that

the models differ from one another in terms of their informational assumptions. The

modelling tradition that goes back to the principal-agent model (Stiglitz/Weiss 1981,

Diamond 1991, Ewert/Wagernhofer 1997: Chapter 10, Kürsten 1997) imposes a limit on

the quantity of possible contract designs by assuming permanently asymmetric information

between the parties to the contract. Therefore, as a matter of principle, contracts can never

be made conditional on factors that are only observable to one of the parties (e.g.

investment decisions, labour input), and accordingly renegotiation must be precluded.

In contrast, models aimed at explaining incomplete contracts (Aghion/Bolton 1992, Hart

1995, Dickhut/Hartmann-Wendels 1997) assume that the relevant decision or result

variables (returns on investment, labour input) are non-verifiable. As the distribution of

information is at the same time symmetrical, these models leave room for renegotiation

between the parties to the contract as a potentially useful possibility.

The annex (see below) presents one formulation of each of these two modelling traditions.

Both are designed to model the negotiations between a lender („bank“) and a borrower

(„entrepreneur“) in examples that are as simple and as similar as possible. In both

formulations, the objective is to compare a long-term contract with a sequence of short-

term contracts.

Although the assumptions on which these two types of model are based differ with respect

to information and preferences, the outcome in both cases is the same. The explanation of

the superiority of short-term financing in the model with asymmetric information is based on

the incentive effect of the right of termination,10 combined with the inability of the owner-

manager to obtain alternative finance elsewhere. In the model with incomplete contracts the

superiority of short-term financing follows from the possibility that control will shift from

                                               
10 Indeed, Stiglitz/Weiss (1981) examine a similar case to that addressed by Hart (1995): after all, the effect

of the self-financing condition in Stiglitz/Weiss’s equation (9c) is not so much that it influences the
incentives but rather that it exploits the budget condition. See Krahnen 1987.



-18-

the owner-manager to the lender, combined with the ability of the lender itself to manage

the firm without loss of efficiency. The results in both modelling traditions are highly

sensitive to small variations in the assumptions, in particular regarding the chronological

sequence of access to information and opportunities for action (see Sutton 1990 and

Schauenberg 1995).

Where I see an important difference between the two types of model is therefore not so

much in the results that can be (or are) derived from them, but rather in the hypothetical

situations that are typically described. Whereas most models with asymmetric information

foreground the conflict between equity and debt capital (with the owner simultaneously

performing management functions), in models with incomplete contracts the lenders deal

with a management that is seen as an autonomous group of actors, i.e. as distinct from the

owners. Although both types of model are perfectly capable of being used to inquire into

this issue, in today’s theory of finance it is the incomplete-contract models which have a

virtual monopoly of the corporate control theme.

3.3 Internal finance and corporate control

The market for corporate control is for equity capital what relationship banking is for debt

capital. In both cases, the description of the fundamental situation is dominated by the

conflict between the goals of the investors and those of the management. In both cases,

explicit and implicit institutional precautions in financing contracts are interpreted as means

of reconciling these conflicts and the loss of utility associated with their application is

derived.

At this point I would like to draw attention to what is perhaps a remarkable fact which for

about the last 10 years has caused a growing sense of irritation among observers.

It has been observed in many industrialised countries that internal financing volumes

(depreciation, retained earnings, reserves) as a fraction of the sizes of aggregate spending

on fixed assets are quite large. External financing volumes (share issues less capital

reductions and/or repurchases of shares; bank loans), in contrast, account for only a minor

share of fixed asset investments. Thus, for countries like the US, the UK, Italy, Germany or

Japan, the vastly dominant role is played by internal finance (see also Taggart 1985, Mayer

1988, Hellwig 1991). Typically, fixed asset spending can be financed entirely with internal

funds. To the extent that the aggregates can be applied to individual firms, these
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observations call into question the ability of investors to exercise influence aimed at

securing corporate control. For Germany, recent research by Harhoff finds a positive

correlation between cash flow and real investment on the corporate level, supporting the

view that investment decisions are largely determined by the availability of internally

generated funds (see Harhoff 1997).

However, consideration must be given to an objection, the validity of which can only be

tested on the basis of more extensive empirical research. It is perfectly conceivable that,

while the preponderance of internal finance may well be true on aggregate, there may also

be substantial variation between individual firms, especially when one considers that

financial investments, which by no means consist solely of liquid portfolio investments, are

totally ignored11. If this is so, it means that some firms continue to be obliged to obtain

additional finance from external sources, in which case the issue of control also remains

relevant. Furthermore, even if financing requirements can largely be covered by internal

finance, the remainder that cannot be internally financed may then acquire pivotal

significance.

This much can be said: in the aggregate, external finance appears to play a quantitatively

subordinate role in the mobilisation of investment capital, and therefore we must assume,

until otherwise proven, that in a qualitative sense too, external finance can have little impact

on corporate investment and financial policy. In the study by Hellwig cited above, given the

observations described above, the primary function assigned to the financial system is that

of mediating between the members of the corporate sector, whereas the function of

mediating between enterprises and investors is seen as being of only secondary importance.

Mediation between enterprises implies the transfer from firms with surplus liquidity to those

with „surplus“ investment projects (see Hellwig 1997, p. 237).

In this context, doubts concerning the relevance of the control issue apply both to the

market for corporate control and to external finance via relationship lending. In the

following, the question I would like to focus on is: what is the significance of a high

proportion of internal finance – the financial autonomy of the management, so to speak –for

a theory of corporate finance?

                                               
11 This possibility is also discussed in Hellwig 1997, paragraph 49.
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Free cash flow or Commitment – Two positions on internal finance

The central theme of the modern theory of finance, that of corporate control, also touches

on the way in which internal finance is utilised. Since the contribution by Jensen 1986, the

necessity of control over the management of firms has been identified with their presumed

inclination to reinvest free cash flow (see also Hart 1995, Chapter 6). In these models, the

asymmetric distribution of information between management and investors leads to a

hidden-action problem: investors cannot monitor whether funds are utilised in a manner that

will maximise the market value of their investment. Jensen defines free cash flow as those

funds of a company which, if re-invested in the best available investment projects, would

produce a negative capital value. Adherence to the corporate objective of maximising

market value implies that such funds should be distributed to the owners in order to be

channelled into more attractive investment projects via the capital market. This was an idea

already expressed by Gutenberg when he concluded: „... that high dividend payouts and

retransfers of profits from the capital markets to companies lead to fewer unprofitable

investments and fewer instances of misdirected capital spending than lower dividend

payouts.“ (Gutenberg 1980, p. 271, own translation).

This allocation according to the efficiency criteria of the capital market does not occur if the

managements of firms not only aim for market value maximisation but are also able to

derive additional benefit from, say, the sheer size of the invested capital base. The benefits

of this kind of „empire-building“ can manifest themselves in extra-monetary values, such as

power and social recognition, but also in monetary values, such as a stabilisation of the cash

flow and, concomitantly, greater job security.12 Note, incidentally, that the benefits of

empire-building correspond to the „private benefits of control“ I mentioned earlier.

No systematic evidence has yet been found to confirm the existence of a tendency to retain

free cash flow (not least of all, because it is virtually impossible for outsiders to observe the

capital value of new investment projects), yet there are a number of indirect pointers in this

direction. For example, Jensen (1986, 1993) refers in his essay to the uneconomic

exploratory activity of large oil companies that were able to realise substantial windfall

profits in the wake of the oil price shock.

                                               
12 This type of cash flow stabilisation in the sense of a diversification of the firm’s operations is not in the

interests of the shareholders, since the accumulation of securities portfolios is a perfect substitute for it.
See, for example, Berger/Ofek 1995, Dennis/Dennis/Sarin 1997.
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Jensen’s influential free cash flow hypothesis leads to the appeal for more intensive use to

be made of the superior allocational qualities of the capital market and accordingly – not

just in „mature“ industries – for more cash flow to be distributed to shareholders. If this is

done, the management teams of all companies compete for the available capital, making

inefficient investment strategies, such as empire-building, more difficult to implement.

However, it is also possible to imagine situations in which the allocation of finance via a

capital market is less efficient than quasi-automatic internal financing. This is the case if, for

example, an informationally efficient capital market implies a negative externality for the

competitive situation in the product market. This is a hidden-information problem; conflicts

of interest between management and the capital market are disregarded here.

The claimed externality of the informationally efficient capital market can be illustrated by

means of an example (on the following, see Krahnen 1994; see also Yosha 1995). The

starting point is the competition between two (or among several) enterprises in the product

market. Competition in this market reduces potential earnings to a „normal“ level. Extra

profits can only be earned if a supplier, through product innovation, gains a first mover

advantage over his competitors which affords him temporary monopolistic scope. Within a

certain period, imitation will erode this lead. In this model, therefore, earnings expectations

are driven by innovations that the competitors are not expecting. The possibility of realising

a first mover advantage in the subsequent period is a precondition for innovative efforts in

the preceding period.

Innovations can be placed at risk if the firm is obliged to obtain the necessary finance on an

ad hoc basis in the capital market. If the firm has to mobilise external funds, it is forced to

disclose information to the capital market. This in turn means that the intention to innovate

has to be publicised earlier than planned, which shortens the firm’s lead over competitors. In

Krahnen (1994) this disclosure of information leads to the total eradication of the lead

effect. The only type of finance which can offer protection against premature imitation is

one in which the funds are made available quasi-automatically, or at least without the need

to declare specific investment plans and thus without disclosure of information.

This condition is satisfied by internal finance through depreciation, reserves and retained

earnings, as these forms are governed by rules and are therefore non-informative. Against

this background, it would be in the interests of even equity investors to approve of rule-

governed financing with the cash flow of the enterprise, i.e. financing that does not have to
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be explained each time. Internal finance in this case is an instrument for internalising the

external effects of an informationally efficient capital market on the competitive situation in

the product market. An alternative method of procuring additional investment capital

without having to disclose information publicly is to rely on relationship lending (see

Bhattacharya/Chiesa 1995).

Another situation in which the temporary provision of liquidity on the basis of private

information functions via relationships but not via the market can be constructed for real

options. The term real option denotes an investment project which, on account of time-

dependent valuation under uncertainty, contains an (implicit) option component (see Myers

1977, Ross 1995). A simple example is the value of a deferred investment (option to wait).

For every project whose realisation can be postponed there is a possibility of an increase in

value relative to what its value would be if it were executed at once, which, given

favourable parameter changes, would increase the market value of the project. By way of

illustration, consider the capital value of a project with a steady cash flow given a stochastic

interest rate structure. Postponing the start of the project until a date in the future has a

positive value because there is no risk of loss but there is indeed a chance of a gain (namely,

if there is a downward shift in the term structure of interest rates). Furthermore, we can

state that the more volatile interest rates are, the greater will be the value of this

postponement. Accordingly, the break-even point for a decision to invest immediately must

be raised by the value of the option to wait.

Another argument in favour of rule-governed internal finance is offered by Allen/Gale

1997a. Here the desire to strengthen their autonomy vis-à-vis the owners is assumed to be

an essential element of the management’s motivation. Excessive control on the part of the

shareholders ultimately means interference in the day-to-day operations. Internal finance,

including the deployment of free cash flow, gives firms the opportunity to grow, which at

the same time is a precondition for recruiting good staff. In Allen/Gale’s model, the

attendant incentive gains outweigh the possible efficiency losses due to the retention of free

cash flow.

An explicit modelling of enterprises’ decisions to use internal finance taking the existence of

alternative sources of finance (capital market and intermediaries) into account has played

hardly any role at all in the literature to date, even though this issue is obviously of great

empirical significance.



-23-

4 Summary

This selective overview of recent developments in the theory of finance began by asserting

that relationships are currently the focus of particular interest. Behind this lies the

conviction that only a profound understanding of long-term contractual relationships, taking

informational and „hold-up“ problems into account such as may arise between an investor

and an enterprise, can enable us to draw a distinction between market-mediated and bank-

intermediated finance. The current issues of concern to theorists of finance focus on the

conflicts between equity investors, lenders and management. Whereas earlier studies

foregrounded the lenders versus investors conflict (see Krahnen 1991, Kürsten 1997), in the

past few years attention has shifted to the conflict between lenders and/or investors on one

side and management on the other. This applies not only to investigations into credit

relationships but also to the analysis of corporate governance structures and structural

problems of the market for corporate control (see, for example, Hart 1995, Laux 1996).

However, there are growing doubts as to the empirical significance of manager-monitoring

through systematic activities of banks, the stock markets and corporate governing bodies

(shareholders’ meetings, supervisory boards). In this context, the observation that the

markets for equity and debt capital play such a small role in the financing of fixed asset

investments in the leading industrialised countries is just one argument among several. In

addition, there are fundamental doubts as to the ability of the aforementioned control

institutions to perform that function, be they house banks (Hellwig 1997), be they

representatives of shareholders (Jensen 1993, Wenger 1996), or be it the market for

corporate control (Grossman/Hart 1980, Shleifer/Vishny 1997). Besides, there are

theoretical lines of argument which suggest that efficiency gains may be achieved by

creating a domain of management autonomy that lies outside the tight control exercised by

outsiders, i.e. owners or creditors. In other words, the proponents of these views regard the

possibilities for, and instruments of, internal finance not, or not only as signs of

opportunistic behaviour, but as signs of decision-making autonomy in the context of a

separation of ownership and control.13

                                               
13 In the margin one might note here that the original explanation for a separation between ownership and

control was that it represented the delegation of decision-making authority to specialised actors who were
thus comparatively more efficient than the owners. On this point, see also Schmidt 1997.
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The emerging consensus is that the managers of big companies, despite several elements of

peer-monitoring,14 enjoy a large degree of decision-making autonomy from the instruments

of control of all groups of lenders and investors (Hellwig 1997). What does this mean for

the theory of finance? For the time being I see two consequences:

First, to date we have acquired no more than rudimentary empirical knowledge about

corporate control issues. Although a great many theoretical works have been written on the

basis of models with asymmetric information or incomplete contracts, there have been

virtually no serious empirical tests of the hypotheses they contain, especially outside the

United States. The lack of available data is, in my view, not so much a cause as a

manifestation of the almost complete absence of empirical interest in issues raised by the

modern theory of finance, at least as far as corporate control is concerned.15 It is perfectly

conceivable that, while the large proportion of internal finance may well be true on

aggregate, there may also be substantial variation between individual firms, especially when

one considers that financial investments, which by no means consist solely of liquid portfolio

investments, are totally ignored. If this is so, it means that some firms continue to be obliged

to obtain additional finance from external sources, in which case the issue of control also

remains relevant. Furthermore, even if financing requirements can largely be covered by

internal finance, the remainder that cannot be internally financed may then acquire pivotal

significance. Not until the appropriate empirical studies have been carried out will it be

possible to gauge conclusively the validity of the hypothesis of far-reaching manager

autonomy.

Furthermore, not enough empirical research has been carried out into the extent of

corporate control through intermediaries, such as is supposed to be typical of bank-

dominated systems, to substantiate what we think we know about this area (but see

Gorton/Schmid 1998). The evidence to support the view that house banks perform

insurance functions is an indication that intermediaries may play a significant role in

qualitative terms too – yet it is not proof that they perform a control function.

Second, doubts regarding the financial market-related control instruments obviously raise

the question: Who really does set the goals in manager-led enterprises? One cannot rule out

                                               
14 See Hellwig 1995 for the concept of reciprocal (peer) monitoring, relating to cross-holdings between

corporations.
15 This diagnosis does not apply to all those issues and model verifications which relate to the organisation

of stock and bond markets and their relative valuations.
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the possibility that research programs focusing on shareholders’ interests, based on the

fundamental structure of the principal-agent model, do not sufficiently sharpen our

awareness of the empirical connections. In a recent OLG model16 presented by Allen/Gale

1997b, enterprises develop a long-term survival interest by virtue of their potential long-

lasting existence and the constant renewal process in the management team (managers are

hired young, do not become highly productive until they have grown older, and eventually

go into retirement; at any given point in time, members of both generations are employed).

Thus, the authors paint a picture of an enterprise that perpetuates itself primarily on the

basis of internal finance and whose objective function is defined in the context of a multi-

agent model subject to the approval of a principal (equity investor). The possibility in

principle that each generation of management will „cheat“ (appropriate a non-recurrent

rent) is suppressed in the OLG model by the simultaneous presence and monitoring activity

of the younger generation (which in turn would like to remain part of the firm in the next

generation too, this time as older managers, without being punished by the owners). Under

these conditions, the resultant management decisions prove to be efficient, even without an

active market for corporate control.

The models that predominate in today’s theory of finance do not take long-term OLG

scenarios of this kind into account – not least because the typical model design is based on

a static two-person situation. The existence of a collective management interest surely has

significant implications for the corporate control issue – how they might be connected to the

valuation of enterprises in the capital market appears to me to be a completely open

question at present.

5 Some thoughts in conclusion

At this point, the strands of sections 2, 3 and 4 of this essay converge. The „control puzzle“

at the level of the individual enterprise given a predominance of internal finance is strikingly

similar to the basic situation found by Gutenberg and described in his works – a finding

which, as Gutenberg himself repeatedly stated, was shaped more by his own observations

than by microeconomic theory (see Albach 1989, Chapters 1-3). Of course, this similarity

                                               
16 Allen/Gale 1997, Chapter 12. „OLG“ stands for OverLapping Generations. Models of this type render it

possible to observe the dynamics of developments over long time horizons; each of the actors lives for
only a limited number of periods, and during their lifetime they pass through various phases. Typically,
there will be phase of employment and a phase of retirement.
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does not prove how modern Gutenberg’s analysis was – but it does reinforce the previously

offered diagnosis of the control puzzle.

The derivation of an autonomous management interest, as demonstrated in exemplary

fashion by Allen/Gale 1997b, can nonetheless go hand in hand with the long-term

safeguarding of owners’ interests. A precondition for this is the (expected) infinite

prolongation of the existence of the firm, thereby avoiding the problem of the last period.17

This precondition also demands that a supplementary condition be met, namely an

arrangement accepted by all of the parties involved which largely corresponds to

Gutenberg’s notion of financial equilibrium.

Of course, one should not overemphasise this similarity between the Guternbergian

postulate and Allen/Gale’s result. To avoid misunderstandings, I would also like to point

out that the interest in actual corporate decisions and their possible connection with the

market valuation of companies and with possible monitoring activities on the part of

intermediaries and active (large-scale) shareholders is by no means intended as an argument

against taking a shareholder-value orientation. If anything, it is the opposite. Certainly, a

normative analysis should take place in an intensive dialogue with observable phenomena, in

the sense of continually improved hypothesis tests. So far, this has hardly happened at all –

especially in Germany; debates on shareholder value therefore often seem to consist of

professions of faith, taking place in what one might call a near vacuum.

This observation can also be applied to other areas of financial research. In the German-

speaking world there is a mismatch between theoretical and empirical research. The only

exceptions are in the area of market microstructure, where price discovery in share and

bond markets has been a dominant issue for quite some time. The un-empirical orientation

of financial studies in Germany is also striking when compared with the corresponding

discipline in other countries; to my mind, there is good reason to subject this orientation,

and also its manifestation in course content and doctoral training, to a critical review.

For the continuation of financial market research beyond the control vacuum described

above, the following scenario is conceivable: Corporate control comprises two components,

one continuous, the other discretionary. For the continuous component an autonomous

management develops the self-regulating system of peer monitoring, which is in tune with

                                               
17 If a final period were foreseeable, by backward induction the reciprocal control of managers could not

function, and indeed, it would already fail to function in the very first period.
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the long-term existential interests of the firm. Here the main role of intermediaries consists

in the necessary smoothing of payment flows over time. The control functions performed by

banks, even relationship banks, are marginal at best. External intervention, by contrast,

remains discretionary, and confined to just a few events in the life of a company. Here

intermediaries, who may be in possession of early information, assume in particular the role

of market makers (for voting majorities), and thus the role of brokers of control. Capital

markets can, under certain circumstances (not given in mainland Europe), take on a similar

function by means of tender offers.
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