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1. INTRODUCTION

Our knowledge about the past, present, and future of wealth inequality is incomplete.

While the future is perhaps unknowable, our lack of knowledge about the historical and

contemporary distribution of wealth is due to a dearth of data and, in at least one case

pointed out by this paper, a failure to fully exploit available data. The cutting edge of

economic research on wealth and its distribution is therefore still partially and often chiefly

concerned with what might seem like the trivial task of simply describing the distribution of

wealth. Examples of cutting-edge research on the distribution of wealth in the United States

(US) include: Kopczuk and Saez (2004) who apply the estate-multiplier method to estate-tax

data in order to try to estimate top wealth shares; Saez and Zucman (2014) who provide

slides for forthcoming work that will apply the income-multiplier method to income-tax data

in order to try to do the same; Pfeffer et al. (2013) who use a wealth survey conducted as

part of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID); and Kennickell (2011) and Wolff (2014)

who use the Federal Reserve’s Survey of Consumer Finances (SFC).1

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to our knowledge of wealth inequality by using

a source of data that is readily available but which has not been fully exploited and which has

been largely neglected by academic researchers with some notable exceptions noted below.

That data source is a list of the 400 wealthiest Americans that has been published in every

year since 1982 by the popular magazine Forbes Magazine. Although a popular magazine

may seem like a dubious source of data, the magazine’s list is arguably the best source of

data on the very top of the distribution of wealth in the US over recent decades, as this

paper will argue. The 400 wealthiest Americans may also seem insignificant in human terms

because they are an infinitesimally small percentage of the American population, but they

are significant in economic terms because they own a disproportionately large share of their

nation’s wealth, as detailed below. Given that it is arguably the best source of data on the

very top of the US wealth distribution, and given the economic significance of that part of

the distribution, the magazine’s list deserves serious study rather than neglect.2

1For an overview of the data and methods used to estimate the distribution of wealth, see Davies
and Shorrocks (2000). Another example of cutting-edge research on the US wealth distribution is Piketty
(2014a) who presents new time-series estimates of top wealth shares that were created by combining previous
estimates (including those by Kennickell 2009, Kopczuk and Saez 2004, Wolff 2010) that covered different
periods of time and used different data or methods. See Piketty (2014b, 6–7) for a defense of his estimates.
Part of his defense is that Saez and Zucman’s (2014) presentation shows similar estimates, but his primary
defense is that our knowledge about the US wealth distribution is far from complete.

2Many of the 400 wealthiest Americans have also been some of the wealthiest people in the entire world
over recent decades (at least according to an annual list of the world’s billionaires published by Forbes
Magazine, which started as an extension to its annual list of the 400 wealthiest Americans), so they own a
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Using Forbes Magazine’s list of the 400 wealthiest Americans for every year between

its inaugural year in 1982 and its most-recent year as of writing (which is the year 2013),

this paper studies what that list suggests about how the wealthiest Americans have fared

over recent decades as a group as unique individuals. They are shown to have fared well

as a group in both absolute and relative terms. Their wealth increased in absolute terms,

even if it is measured in terms of its purchasing power over a basket of luxurious goods

and services. Their wealth also increased in relative terms as they took home a larger share

of their nation’s wealth despite shrinking as a share of the population. If the wealthiest

Americans are seen as unique individuals rather than as a group, then their fortunes have

been more varied with some becoming wealthier, some simply dying, and others becoming

poorer while staying alive, but there is little evidence of any increase in wealth mobility.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. The next section describes Forbes

Magazine’s list in more detail and argues that it is the best source of data on what has

happened at the very top of the US wealth distribution over recent decades. The third and

fourth sections use the magazine’s list to study how the 400 wealthiest Americans have fared

as a group in absolute and relative terms over that period of time, ignoring who they have

been as unique individuals. The fifth section studies how they have fared as individuals over

the same period of time. The paper concludes by considering causes and consequences of

rising inequality and stagnant mobility.

2. THE FORBES 400

In 1982, about a century after the end of the Gilded Age and around the start of what

some (such as Rockoff 2012) have called a “new Gilded Age,” Forbes Magazine published

its inaugural list of the 400 wealthiest Americans. The magazine called its list the “Forbes

400.” Limiting the number of people on its list to 400 was at least partly based on the

fact that, during the earlier Gilded Age, the socialite Mrs. Astor maintained a list of the

400 people who constituted high society in her judgment (Forbes Magazine 2002, 81; Munk

2005).3 Mrs. Astor’s list was limited to 400 people because that was the number who could

be comfortable in her ballroom, according to rumors. Depending on the rumor, only 400

people could be comfortable in her ballroom because that was the room’s maximum capacity.

disproportionately large share of not only their nation’s wealth but also the world’s wealth. For more on
Forbes Magazine’s list of some of the world’s wealthiest and similar lists, see Capehart (2014b).

3According to an article that recounted the origin of the list: “In the late 1970s, [Forbes Magazine’s
editor-in-chief] started pressing for a lengthy list of the country’s wealthiest. [. . . ] How many people to
include? Upon hearing the concept, [the executive editor] exclaimed, ‘Oh, you mean like Mrs. Astor’s 400!’
[. . . ] Thus, with a little brand-borrowing, was born the Forbes 400” (Forbes Magazine 2002, 81).
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Or, only 400 people could be comfortable in the ballroom because that was the number who

possessed the requisite manners of such a room (Homberger 2002; Munk 2005; Patterson

2000). “If you go outside that number,” one of Mrs. Astor’s fellow socialites once said, “you

strike those who are either not at ease in a ballroom or else make other people not at ease”

(quoted in Patterson 2000, 83). Of note, the people who made it onto her list tended to

come from “old” rather than “new” money and tended to consume in a manner that their

contemporary Thorstein Veblen called conspicuous (Jaher 1975). They consumed expensive

items like “splendid art collections, priceless jewelry, European antiques, yachts the size of

ocean liners, lavish social gatherings, and stables of racehorses,” in particular (ibid., 279–80).

Whether the wealthiest Americans still consume such goods and services is discussed below,

but, whereas inclusion in Mrs. Astor’s list was based on ballroom manners and a variety of

other criteria, sufficient wealth and American citizenship are the only criteria for inclusion

in Forbes Magazine’s list.4

Putting together the inaugural year of the list apparently took “over a year” and cost

“over a quarter of a million dollars on staff and research” (Forbes Magazine 1983, 168). A

permanent staff has been dedicated to putting the list together ever since its inaugural year

(ibid.). In order to put the list together, the staff starts with a list of people who may

potentially be wealthy enough to be one of the 400 wealthiest Americans. Those people

presumably come from the previous year’s list, among other places. The staff then tries

to interview each person and their associates such as their “employees, handlers, rivals,

peers, attorneys, and ex-spouses” (Forbes Magazine 2012, 262). Other sources, including

“Securities and Exchange Commission documents, court records, probate records, federal

financial disclosures, and Web and print stories,” are also consulted (ibid.).

Using the information gleaned from those various sources, the staff at the magazine tries

to identify the 400 wealthiest Americans and estimate what each of them is worth in terms of

the difference between the total value of their assets and the total value of their debts. The

magazine apparently tries to account for all assets (“stakes in public and private companies,

real estate, art, yachts, planes, ranches, vineyards, jewelry, car collections, and more”) and

all debts (ibid.). The magazine only reveals so much about how it values different types of

assets, but publicly traded stocks are valued at the close of the stock market on one day

4During the middle of the twentieth century at a time when inequality had fallen and not yet risen
again, John Kenneth Galbraith would write that many of the goods and services consumed by Mrs. Astor
and her fellow socialites—“the great houses, the great yachts, the great balls, the stables, and the expansive
jewel-encrusted bosoms”—had become passé among wealthy Americans (Galbraith [1958] 1998, 74–75). The
threat of expropriation was one reason why such items fell out of style, according to Galbraith, but a “deeper”
reason was that ordinary Americans could now afford the same or similar items (ibid., 74–77).
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of the year (which was August 23rd for the most-recent year of the list as of writing) and

privately held companies are valued based on the value of comparable public companies.5

The staff at the magazine have recognized that their wealth estimates might be wrong.

“We don’t pretend to know what’s on each [person’s] private balance sheet, although some

[people] do provide paperwork to that effect,” the staff said in one year (Forbes Magazine

2012, 262). The staff have also recognized that they might miss some of the 400 wealthiest

Americans. In one year, they compared their list to a jigsaw puzzle with a few missing pieces,

albeit a puzzle with enough pieces to still make out the picture (Forbes Magazine 1983, 6).

There are reasons to think that Forbes Magazine’s list may indeed miss some of the

400 wealthiest Americans or misestimate what some of them are worth. The accuracy of

the magazine’s list obviously depends on the extent to which the staff at the magazine

can uncover information about the very top of the wealth distribution (Atkinson 2008, 69).

Some information should be relatively easy to uncover. If a person owns a large amount of

a publicly traded company, then that part of the person’s wealth should be easy to identify

and value, for example, thanks to legal reporting requirements and public stock exchanges

(Blitz and Siegfried 1992, 7; Raub et al. 2010, 14). Other information may be more difficult

to uncover. If a person owns a small amount of a publicly traded company—an amount that

is too small to trigger any reporting requirements—then that part of the person’s wealth

could be difficult to identify, even though it would be easy to value, once identified. Small or

even large amounts of privately held companies could be difficult to both identify and value

(Atkinson 2008, 69). Other assets like artwork could also be difficult to either identify or

value (ibid.; Raub et al. 2010, 7). Debts may also be more difficult to identify than assets

(Atkinson 2008, 70).

Given that some assets and debts may be more difficult to identify or value than others,

the list may be biased in the following ways. The list may be biased towards under-

estimating the wealth of people whose wealth is dispersed across a range of assets, rather than

concentrated in a single or small number of assets, and therefore biased towards excluding

such people (Blitz and Siegfried 1992, 7; Raub et al. 2010, 14). The list may also be biased

towards over-estimating the wealth of people who own more assets, even if they owe more

debts, and therefore biased towards including such people (Atkinson 2008, 70).

Despite its potential inaccuracies, Forbes Magazine’s list is arguably the best source of

data on the very top of the US wealth distribution over recent decades. Other sources of

5Similar summaries of what the magazine reveals about its methods can be found in Canterbery and
Nosari’s (1985) study of the inaugural year of the list, a more recent study by Kaplan and Rauh’s (2013),
and other studies from over the years (such as Blitz and Siegfried’s 1992).
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data like surveys or estate-tax records offer only incomplete accounts of the very top of

the wealth distribution. Consider surveys. Surveys that are not designed to try to over-

sample the very top of the wealth distribution often fail to capture that part of the wealth

distribution (Davies and Shorrocks 2000, 629–30). The wealth survey conducted as part of

the PSID is an example of a survey that often fails in that regard (Juster et al. 1999). Even

if such surveys did try to over-sample the very top of the wealth distribution, the surveys

could still be inaccurate accounts due to the non-response and misreporting problems that

plague surveys of the wealthy (Davies 2009, 129–30; Davies and Shorrocks 2000, 630–1).

Forbes Magazine may miss some of the 400 wealthiest Americans or misestimate what some

of them are worth, of course, but there is no guarantee that the wealthy would response

accurately or respond at all to a survey.

The Federal Reserve’s SCF is generally seen as the best survey on wealth in the United

States at least partly because it is designed to try to over-sample the very top of the wealth

distribution (Davies and Shorrocks 2000, 632). The SCF is still an incomplete account of

the very top of the wealth distribution, however, given that the survey is explicitly designed

to exclude the people (or, to be more precise, the households of the people) who appear on

Forbes Magazine’s list of the 400 wealthiest Americans (Kennickell 2006, 84). Some of the

reasons that have been given for excluding the (households of the) people who appear on the

magazine’s list are that it would be too difficult to get them to respond and, even if they did

respond, it would be too difficult to protect their confidentiality (Kennickell 2007, 2). Yet,

even if the SCF was not designed to exclude part of the very top of the wealth distribution,

the survey might still be an inaccurate account due to non-response or misreporting errors.6

Another source of data on the very top of the wealth distribution is estate-tax records

from the International Revenue Service (IRS). Estate-tax records provide data on some of

the wealthiest Americans, but only those who die and pay the estate or so-called “death”

tax. The wealth of the wealthiest living Americans must be inferred by using the dead as

a sample for the living. Such inferences have potential problems, even if tax avoidance and

evasion are assumed away (Atkinson 2008, sec. 2.3; Davies and Shorrocks 2000, sec. 3.3).

Forbes Magazine’s list, in contrast, is reserved for Americans who are still alive.

The magazine’s list of the 400 wealthiest Americans is therefore arguably the best source

of data on the very top of the wealth distribution, at least in a cross-sectional sense. The

list is also arguably the best source of data for studying mobility throughout that part of

6Due to its design, the SCF can adjust for non-response errors (Kennickell 2007, 2), but there is no
guarantee that those adjustments eliminate non-response errors.
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the wealth distribution over time. People only die once, so estate-tax records cannot be

used to study wealth mobility, except at an inter-generational level. The SCF is typically

only a cross-sectional survey conducted every three years, so it cannot be used to study

wealth mobility, either. The 2009 SCF was atypical because it was conducted only two

years after the previous survey and it tried to re-survey the same households from before.

Again, however, the SCF is typically only a triennial, cross-sectional survey. The wealth

survey conducted as part of the PSID is a panel survey, so it can be used to study mobility

throughout some parts of the wealth distribution (see, e.g., Diaz-Gimenez et al. 2011, 27–28),

but that survey cannot be used to study mobility throughout the very top of the distribution,

given that it often fails to capture that part of the distribution.

Although Forbes Magazine’s list is arguably the best source of cross-sectional and panel

data on the very top of the wealth distribution, it is not an ideal source of data. The most

notable and serious limitation of the list is that Forbes Magazine only provides limited details

about its methods for identifying the 400 wealthiest Americans and estimating what each

of them is worth. A closely related limitation is that, except in rare instances like Fitch’s

(2006) breakdown of Donald Trump’s assets, the magazine does not provide details about

the assets owned and debts owed by the people on its list. The failure to provide such details

severely limits the ability of researchers to assess the magazine’s methods and the accuracy

of its estimates. Broad claims about biases in the magazine’s methods (like the claims made

by Piketty 2014a, 432–443) are therefore ultimately unfounded, but that is only because so

little is known about their methods.

That said, no source of data on wealth is ideal, and other sources of data have similar

limitations. In terms of the SCF, that survey tries to over-sample the very top of the

wealth distribution, but the Federal Reserve only provides limited details about how it

does so. Income-tax records are apparently used to try to identify wealthy households, but

the exact manner in which those records are used is not revealed because of concerns over

inadvertently violating the confidentiality of income-tax records (Kennickell 1999, 2001). In

terms of estate-tax records, such records are also confidential, so access to them is severely

limited. Analyzing those records requires befriending someone at the IRS and having them

analyze the records on your behalf (Kopczuk and Saez 2004, 484). The income-multiplier

estimates shown as part of Saez and Zucman’s (2014) slide show are also presumably based

on income-tax records that someone else analyzed on their behalf. Scholarly standards of

replicability and reproducibility are therefore not met, regardless of whether one is working

with tax records made by the US government or a list made by a popular magazine.
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Other limitations of Forbes Magazine’s list are notable but less concerning. An obvious

limitation is that, even if researchers accept that the magazine’s list is the best source of data

an the 400 wealthiest Americans, it would still only be a source of data on a small number

of people. The notion that a group of people can be too small to be worthy of study seems

ultimately indefensible, but, even if the 400 wealthiest Americans were seen as insignificant

in human terms, they would still be significant in economic terms, as this paper will now

detail. While information on a larger group of the wealthiest Americans might provide more

insights into wealth and its distribution, that does not imply that any insights offered by the

magazine’s list of the 400 wealthiest American should be ignored.

3. THEIR ABSOLUTE WEALTH

Given that Forbes Magazine’s list is arguably the best source of data on the very top of

the wealth distribution in the United States, this paper now uses that list to study how the

400 wealthiest Americans have fared over recent decades. To begin, we will study how they

have fared as a group in absolute terms, ignoring who they have been as individuals. In

subsequent sections, we will turn to studying their wealth as a group in relative terms and

also studying them as the unique individuals they have been.

According to the magazine’s list, the total wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans

increased dramatically between the inaugural year of its list in 1982 and the most-recent

year of its list as of writing, which was the year 2013. The increase in the nominal wealth of

the 400 wealthiest Americans was especially dramatic. Their nominal wealth increased over

20-fold from about 92 billion to two trillion current dollars between 1982 and 2013 (Forbes

Magazine 1982, 2013). That increase in their nominal wealth is shown as part of figure 1 in

this section.7

Of course, for comparisons over time, nominal values should be adjusted to account for

changes to the value of a dollar. Previous studies based on Forbes Magazine’s list of the 400

wealthiest Americans have either erroneously ignored the distinction between nominal and

real wealth (Klass et al. 2006) or used a version of the Consumer Price Index (CPI) made

7In the years 1982 to 1989, Forbes Magazine did not report an estimate of the wealth of one of the 400
wealthiest Americans on its list, Malcolm Stevenson Forbes, who was the editor-in-chief of the magazine.
“People would have assumed that the printed figure [for my wealth] was real, not an estimate, as all the rest
are,” he explained (Forbes Magazine 1983, 168). We impute his wealth in a given year as the median wealth
of the other 399 wealthiest Americans in that year. Previous studies that have used the magazine’s list to
study the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans without any imputation for that missing wealth are only
studies of the wealth of 399 out of the 400 wealthiest Americans up until the year 1990, therefore.
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by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) in order to deflate nominal wealth into real wealth

(Broom and Shay 2000; Kennickell 2006; Kopczuk and Saez 2004; Mishel et al. 2012).

Although the CPI is often used to deflate nominal values, the CPI is, at best, a proxy

for the cost of living for ordinary Americans. If the cost of living for the 400 wealthiest

Americans is extraordinary, rather than ordinary, then the CPI could be an inappropriate

deflator. It has been emphasized that the CPI may be a poor proxy for the cost of living for

ordinary Americans (see, e.g., Baker 1998, 22–29, 131–40), but here we wish to emphasize

that it may be a poor proxy for the cost of living for the 400 wealthiest Americans.

A different index may be a more appropriate deflator. An index constructed by Forbes

Magazine may be more appropriate, in particular. In 1986, in the same issue as its fifth-

annual Forbes Four Hundred, Forbes Magazine published the “Forbes Four Hundred Cost

of Living Index” (Forbes Magazine 1986, 56). In almost every year since that year, the

magazine has published its index alongside its list of the 400 wealthiest Americans, although

the name of the index has changed over time. The index’s original name was lengthened to

the “Forbes Four Hundred Cost of Living Extremely Well Index” in 1989, and then shortened

to its current name (again, the Cost of Living Extremely Well Index or CLEWI) in 1994.

Hereafter, we refer to the index by its current name.8

The magazine’s coverage of its index since 1986 has drawn a sharp distinction between

the groups and the standards of living associated with the CLEWI, on the one hand, and

those associated with the CPI, on the other hand. The magazine has suggested that its

CLEWI measures the cost of living for the Forbes Four Hundred and other, seemingly similar

groups like the “rich” (1986–1995), “very rich” (1990, 1995, 2001, 2002a, 2010–2012), “super-

rich” (1986), “mega-rich” (1988), “ultra-rich” (1989), “ultra-wealthy” (2012), “wealthiest

consumers” (1988), “people able to spend” (1988), and “high-livers” (1993). The magazine

has also suggested that its index measures the cost of standards of living like the cost of

“maintaining a Forbes Four Hundred lifestyle” (1987), “living high on life’s hog” (1989),

“living really well” (1989, 1990), “living lavishly” (1990), “living the high life” (1992), “high

living” (1993), “living rich” (1999), and “being rich” (2003a,b).

Whereas the magazine has cast its CLEWI as a cost-of-living index for the very, super-,

mega-, and ultra-rich (as noted above), the magazine has cast the CPI as a cost-of-living

index for groups like “the general public” (1987), “most [. . . ] consumers” (1988), “most

8Forbes Magazine’s coverage of its index can be found in various articles in various years (see CLEWI
1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2001, 2002a,b, 2003a,b,
2004, 2005a,b, 2006a,b, 2007, 2008, 2009a,b, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013). The references given below refer to
years of the magazine’s coverage of its index unless otherwise stated.
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people” (1993), “ordinary workers” (1989), and “ordinary people” (2001). And whereas the

CLEWI has been cast as an index of the cost of living highly, lavishly, richly, and really,

extremely well (again, as noted above), the CPI has been cast as an index of the cost of

“necessities” (1987), “an ordinary lifestyle” (1987), “a middle-class lifestyle” (1989), “just

living” (1995), and “just getting by” (1998). The magazine has therefore suggested that the

CLEWI measures the cost of living for Americans who are as extraordinarily wealthy as the

400 wealthiest, while the CPI measures the cost of living for more ordinary Americans.

However, contrary to the magazine’s suggestion, there is a debate among economists over

whether the CPI is (or could be or should be) a cost-of-living index (see, e.g., Baker 1998).

Economists typically draw a distinction between a “cost-of-living index,” which measures the

cost of a given level of something called utility, and a “cost-of-goods index,” which measures

the cost of a given basket of goods and also services (where the cost of a given level of utility

and the cost of a given basket of goods and services are not thought to generally coincide).

The CPI measures the cost of a given basket of goods and services, so it should perhaps be

called a cost-of-goods index. The CLEWI also measures the cost of a given basket of goods

and services, so it should perhaps be called a cost-of-goods index, too (Devine 2000, 150).

The goods and services included in the CLEWI fall into certain categories. Those

categories were chosen by the magazine to match some of the categories in the CPI, although

the goods and services in each category are much more luxurious than the goods and services

in the corresponding categories in the CPI. For example: The CLEWI’s basket includes a

category for food and beverages, but that category includes a kilo of caviar and a case of

champagne, rather than the loaf of white bread and other modest items included in the

corresponding category in the CPI. Other categories in the CLEWI include other luxurious

goods and services. The apparel category includes a fur coat, the transportation category

includes a private jet, the entertainment category includes tickets to the opera, and the

healthcare category includes a face-lift, to give several examples (see, e.g., CLEWI 1986).

There are other ways in which the CPI and CLEWI differ, besides the luxurious nature

of the goods and services included in the latter index. The CLEWI only includes a small

number of goods and services. Only 40 goods and services are included in the index, as of

writing (CLEWI 2012). The CPI, in contrast, is made up of hundreds of goods and services

(see, e.g., Baker 1998, 51). Also, the CPI is a weighted average of the price of each item in

its basket (ibid.), whereas the CLEWI is an unweighted average (see, e.g., CLEWI 2012).

Whether the CLEWI is an appropriate deflator for the wealth of the 400 wealthiest

Americans obviously depends on whether it is appropriate to measure their wealth in terms
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of that index. It could be argued that the index is an inappropriate deflator because the

goods and services consumed by the 400 wealthiest Americans are not identical to the goods

and services included in the CLEWI. The magazine’s own coverage suggests that the CLEWI

excludes “several prime areas [of goods and services]” due to data limitations (CLEWI 1986,

56). The excluded areas include “houses, artworks, and antiques,” as well as “servants”

(ibid.). Other goods and services may also be excluded. Some goods and services included

in the CLEWI should also perhaps be excluded.

While it is certainly possible that the goods and services consumed by the 400 wealthiest

Americans are not identical to the goods and services that make up the CLEWI, there is

a popular conception that the wealthy eat caviar, drink champagne, wear fur coats, fly in

private jets, attend the opera, get face-lifts, and so on and so forth. That conception is

reflected in that fact that Forbes Magazine constructs such an index. The conception could

be incorrect, of course. Such extravagant consumption may have fallen out of style among

the wealthiest Americans long ago. That said, it still seems instructive to at least consider

the possibility that the CLEWI is a more appropriate deflator than the CPI. The goods and

services in the CLEWI are clearly still consumed by some group of people.

It could be argued that neither the CLEWI nor the CPI are appropriate deflators for at

least two reasons. First: If wealth is accumulated for future consumption (either by one’s

self or one’s beneficiaries), rather than current consumption, then wealth should perhaps be

measured in terms of future rather than current prices (Alchian and Klein 1973). Second: If

wealth is accumulated for some power it confers over people or institutions, rather than

for its purchasing power over current or future goods and services, then wealth should

perhaps be measured in terms of the social power it confers (Officer and Williamson 2006).

Unfortunately, a measure of future prices is not readily available and a measure of social

power is not well established. So, if only out of necessity, the CPI and CLEWI can be used

for inter-temporal comparisons of wealth.9

When their nominal wealth is deflated by the CPI, the increase in the wealth of the 400

wealthiest Americans between 1982 and 2013 is somewhat less dramatic. Their wealth in

CPI-deflated, 2013 dollars increased a little less than 10-fold from a little over 200 billion to

about two trillion constant dollars. And their CLEWI-deflated wealth only increased about

four fold from about 450 billion to again about two trillion constant dollars, as shown as

another part of figure 1 of this paper.

9Although the results would be qualitatively similar with different versions of the CPI, we use the CPI-
U-RS, in particular (BLS 2013).
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The increases in their CPI- and CLEWI-deflated wealth are less dramatic than the

increase in their nominal wealth because, over the same period of time, the CPI roughly

doubled and the CLEWI almost quintupled, as shown in figure 2 of this paper. It is perhaps

not surprising that the CLEWI outpaced the CPI over that period of time. As pointed out

by Poterba (2000, 110), the demand for the luxurious goods and services included in the

CLEWI presumably increased relative to the demand for the more modest items in the CPI

as the wealthiest Americans became wealthier. If the supply of the items in the CLEWI was

relatively inelastic, then increased demand for those items would have pushed up their prices

relative to the prices of the items in the CPI (ibid.). Excess demand pressures presumably

pushed up the CLEWI relative to the CPI, therefore. Yet, again, despite the fact that the

CLEWI outpaced the CPI between 1982 and 2013, the CLEWI-deflated wealth of the 400

wealthiest Americans still almost tripled over that same period of time.

As seen in figure 1, the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans—whether it is measured

in nominal, CPI-deflated, or CLEWI-deflated terms—did not increase in every year between

1982 and 2013. Their wealth decreased in some years. The most-dramatic decrease in their

wealth occurred after their wealth peaked in the year 2000 and then fell over the next two

years. Their wealth peaked in the year 2000 at about 1.2 trillion dollars in nominal terms,

1.6 trillion in CPI-deflated terms, and 2.1 trillion in CLEWI-deflated terms. Their wealth

then fell between 2000 and 20002 by about 325, 491, and 668 billion dollars in nominal,

CPI-deflated, and CLEWI-deflated terms, respectively. The decline in their wealth after the

year 2000 is shown as part of figure 3. The run-up and decline in their wealth around those

years can be associated with the stock-market boom of the late 1990s that went bust in the

early 2000s.

By the year 2007, the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans had exceeded its previous

peak in both nominal and CPI-deflated (although not CLEWI-deflated) terms, but their

wealth then fell again over the next two year. Their wealth fell by about 272 billion dollars

in nominal terms, 353 billion in CPI-deflated terms, and 515 billion in CLEWI-deflated

terms between 2007 and 2009. That decline in their wealth—which can be associated with

the recent economic crisis that saw the collapse of a housing bubble, a panic in financial

markets, a crash in the stock market, and a deep recession that rivaled the Great Depression

(Forbes Magazine 2007–2009)—was relatively modest, relative to the decline in their wealth

after the stock-market crash of the early 2000s, as seen in figure 3 of this paper.

Other declines in their wealth were even more modest. Between 1987 and 1988, as well as

between 1989 and 1990, their wealth decreased slightly in real terms and increased slightly
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in nominal terms. Their nominal wealth increased by amounts that were on the order of

only about one billion dollars, while their CPI- and CLEWI-deflated wealth decreased by

amounts that were on the order of only about 10 billion dollars. For the magazine’s list from

1987, publicly traded stocks were valued on September 11th of that year (Forbes Magazine

1987, 112), which was shortly before the “Black Monday” of October 19th when the stock

market crashed. The decline in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans between 1987

and 1988 can therefore be associated with that stock-market crash (Forbes Magazine 1988).

The decline in their wealth between 1989 and 1990 can be associated with the downturn

in the real-estate market, stock market, and economy more generally that occurred around

those years (Forbes Magazine 1990).

In summary: Forbes Magazine’s list does not suggest that the 400 wealthiest Americans

became ever-wealthier since 1982, but the magazine’s list still suggests that they became

wealthier since then, even if their wealth is measured in terms of the CLEWI’s basket of

luxurious goods and services that sold for ever-higher prices. We will now discuss whether

they became wealthier, not just in absolute terms, but also relative to everyone else.

4. THEIR RELATIVE WEALTH

As the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans increased in absolute terms over recent

decades, their wealth also increased relative to everyone else’s, although the exact extent to

which their relative wealth increased obviously depends on how the wealth of everyone else is

measured. Part of figure 4 shows, for the years 1982 to 2013, the wealth of the 400 wealthiest

Americans as a share of one specific measure of aggregate wealth. The measure that we use

in the figure is a weighted average of the end-of-the-second-quarter and end-of-the-third-

quarter wealth of US households in a given year, as reported by the Federal Reserve’s Flow

of Funds Accounts, where the weights are discussed below. Using that measure, the share

of household wealth held by the 400 wealthiest Americans roughly tripled from about 0.85

to 2.75 percent between 1982 and 2013, as shown as part of the figure.

One issue with using that specific measure is a timing issue. Wealth is a stock variable,

so it should be measured at a point in time. The magazine’s list in a given year is supposed

to be a snapshot of wealth at the close of the stock market on a particular day of the given

year, but the day of the year has varied over the years, and the day has never been at the

end of any quarter. For years in which the magazine reported the day on which it took a

snapshot of wealth, the day was as early as August 16th in 2002 and as late as September

12th in 1986 (Forbes Magazine 1982–2013). Those days fall between the end of the second
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quarter and the end of the third quarter, which is why a weighted average of the wealth of

the household sector at the end of those two quarters was used above. The wealth of the

household sector at the end of a quarter was weighted more heavily if the date on which

the magazine took its snapshot of the wealth was closer (in terms of number of days) to

the end of that quarter. Unfortunately, for some years, the magazine does not appear to

have reported the day on which it took a snapshot of wealth. To the author’s knowledge,

the magazine did not report the day it took a snapshot of wealth for its lists in 1982, 1999,

2000, and 2003 to 2005, although the magazine did report that its 1982 list was a snapshot

of wealth in “mid-August” (Forbes Magazine 1982, 101). For those years, the wealth of the

household sector at the end of the second quarter was weighted equally with their wealth at

the end of the third quarter.

Using a weighted average of the wealth of the household sector at the end of the second

and third quarters does not necessarily resolve the timing issue. That would only resolve the

issue if the wealth of the household sector changed in a linear fashion between the end of

one quarter and the next. Yet, if we were to use the Flow-of-Funds estimates of the wealth

of the household sector at the end of any quarter in a given year, then trends in the wealth

of the 400 wealthiest Americans as a share of the wealth of the household sector would be

quantitatively similar. To be more specific, if the Flow-of-Funds estimates at the end of any

quarter in a given year were used, then their wealth share would be estimated to be as low

as about 0.82 and as high as about 0.87 percent in 1982, and it would be estimated to be

anywhere between about 2.62 and 2.85 percent in 2013. Their share of household wealth

would have therefore increased between those years by a factor that was anywhere between

about three to three-and-a-half percent—roughly tripling.

Although their share of wealth has roughly tripled over recent decades (at least according

to Forbes Magazine’s list), some economists have suggested that, even at their largest, the

share of wealth held by the 400 wealthiest Americans has still been small. For example: In a

footnote to their 2002 article, two economists from the Federal Reserve noted that the SCF

is designed to exclude the (households of the) people who appear on Forbes Magazine’s list

(Bertaut and Starr 2002, 214, n. 10). They noted in the same footnote that the share of

household wealth held by the people on the magazine’s list was “on the order of 2.5 percent,”

which they suggested was merely a “modest” share (ibid.).

As another example: At a 2003 conference, an economist from the Federal Reserve

presented a paper in which he used Forbes Magazine’s list to supplement the SCF (Kennickell

2003). He used that list to supplement the SCF because, as noted above, the SCF is designed
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to exclude the (households of the) people who appear on the magazine’s list. The paper’s

discussant asked the audience the question, “What fraction of total wealth do you think

that the [400 wealthiest Americans] hold?” (Smeeding 2003). “They hold two percent,” he

answered. “The lowest guess I’ve gotten from anyone is 10 percent. Everybody thinks it’s

much bigger [but] these rich guys hold two percent only, and that’s it” (ibid.).

While it could perhaps be argued that the trillion or so dollars of wealth held by the 400

wealthiest Americans (about two trillion current dollars in 2013, according to the magazine’s

list from that year) is small relative to the tens of trillions of dollars of wealth held by all the

households in America (roughly 75 trillion current dollars in 2013, according to the Flow-of-

Funds estimate discussed above), it seems unreasonable to suggest that the share of wealth

held by the 400 wealthiest Americans is small relative to either their share of the population

or the shares of wealth held by other groups of Americans, as we will now argue.

Consider their share of wealth relative to their share of the population. At every point

in time over recent decades, the 400 wealthiest Americans have been an infinitesimally

small proportion of the population. In 1982, they accounted for about one five-thousandth

of one percent (i.e., about 0.0002 percent) of the population using the Census Bureau’s

estimate of the resident population in that year. By 2013, the 400 wealthiest Americans

only accounted for about one ten-thousandth of one percent (i.e., about 0.0001 percent) of

the population (again, using the Census Bureau’s population estimate). By comparison, the

share of household wealth held by the 400 wealthiest Americans was almost one percent in

1982 and over two-and-a-half percent by 2013, according to the estimates discussed above.

Their share of wealth has therefore been thousands of times larger than their share of the

population. A share of wealth that is thousands of times larger than an infinitesimal share

of the population is still small, perhaps, but the share of wealth held by the 400 wealthiest

Americans has been at least disproportionately large.

Next, consider their share of wealth relative to the share of wealth held by another

group of wealthy Americans, specifically, the wealthiest one percent of American households.

Although there is no single source of data that can be used to compare the shares of wealth

held by those two groups (Kennickell 2006, 84, n. 4), their wealth shares can be compared

by using Forbes Magazine’s list and the Federal Reserve’s SCF. One of the current directors

of the SCF, Arthur B. Kennickell, has used the magazine’s list to make similar comparisons

(Kennickell 2003, 2006).10 Those two data sources can be used to compare the shares of

wealth held by the two groups in every three years between the years 1989 and 2010. Earlier

10On Kennickell and his role in the SCF, see Rae and DeHaan (2012).
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years of the SCF are not comparable to latter years of that survey because the survey was

redesigned (Kennickell 2011, 11, n. 10), and more-recent years of the survey are not yet

available, but, again, the two data sources can be used to compare the shares of wealth held

by the two groups in every three years between 1989 and 2010.

In 1989, the share of wealth held by the wealthiest one percent of American households

was about 30.1 percent, according to estimates made by Kennickell (2012, 5, table 3) from

the SCF. Kennickell (2012) reported that wealth share without reporting either an estimate

of the total wealth of the wealthiest one percent of American households or an estimate

of the total wealth of all the households in America, but he did report an estimate of the

mean wealth of American households. He estimated that their mean wealth was about 188.9

thousand current dollars (Kennickell 2012, 4, table 2, if the constant-dollar figure he reports is

converted to 1989 dollars by using the CPI-U-RS). The total wealth of American households

must have therefore been estimated to be about 17.6 trillion current dollars, given that

the number of households represented by the SCF in that year was apparently 93.1 million

(Kennickell and Starr 1994, 880, n. 22).11 That estimate of household wealth based on

the 1989 SCF is similar to, although not exactly the same as, Flow-of-Funds estimates of

household wealth at the end of any quarter in that year. According to the Flow of Funds

Accounts, household wealth ranged from about 17.7 to 19.0 trillion current dollars over that

year. If the wealthiest one percent of American households were estimated to be worth 30.1

percent of about 17.6 trillion current dollars, then they must have been estimated to be

worth about 5.3 trillion current dollars. By comparison, the wealth of the 400 wealthiest

Americans was about 270 billion current dollars in 1989, which would have been about 5.1

percent of that amount.

However, if we follow Kennickell (2006) and add the magazine’s estimate of the wealth

of the 400 wealthiest Americans to the SCF estimates, then the wealthiest one percent of

households would have been worth about 31.2 percent of household wealth, and the 400

wealthiest Americans would have been worth about 4.8 percent of that. In a similar context,

Kennickell (2006) adds the magazine’s estimate because, again, the SCF is designed to

exclude the (households of the) people who appear on the magazine’s list. The wealth of the

400 wealthiest Americans as a share of the SCF estimate of household wealth with Forbes

Magazine’s estimate of their wealth added to it (or, for that matter, without the magazine’s

11The number of households represented by the SCF over the years has apparently been, in millions of
households, 93.1 in 1989 (Kennickell and Starr 1994, 880, n. 22), 95.9 in 1992 (ibid.), 99.0 in 1995 (Kennickell
et al. 2000, 27, n. 35), 102.6 in 1998 (ibid.), 106.5 in 2001 (Bricker et al. 2012, 78, table A.3), 112.1 in 2004
(ibid.), 116.1 in 2007 (ibid.), and 117.6 in 2010 (ibid.).
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estimate of their wealth added to it) has not been exactly the same as their wealth as a share

of the Flow-of-Funds estimate of household wealth, which can be seen in figure 4, but the

shares have been similar, which can be seen in the same figure.

If the same calculations are made for subsequent years, then, by 2010, the share of wealth

held by the wealthiest one percent of American households was about 34.5 percent and the

400 wealthiest Americans were worth about 6.7 percent of that. Or, if Forbes Magazine’s

estimate of the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans is added to the SCF estimates, then

share of wealth held by the wealthiest one percent of American households was about 36

percent and the 400 wealthiest Americans were worth about 6.3 percent of that. The wealth

shares in the other years between 1989 and 2010 are shown as part of figure 5, where the

magazine’s estimate of the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans was added to the SCF

estimates in each year.

As a final comparison, consider the share of wealth held by the 400 wealthiest Americans

relative to the share of wealth held by a group of some of the least-wealthy Americans,

specifically, the least-wealthy half of American households. Again, there is no single source

of data that can be used to compare the shares of wealth held by those two groups, but

their wealth shares can be compared for every three years between 1989 and 2010 by using

Forbes Magazine’s list and the Federal Reserve’s SCF. Figure 6 shows, for each of those

years, the shares of household wealth held by the least-wealthy half of American households,

on the one hand, and the 400 wealthiest Americans, on the other hand, where the shares

were estimated in the same way as in the earlier figure. As seen in the figure: In 1989, the

least-wealthy half of American households owned about three percent of household wealth,

while the 400 wealthiest Americans owned about 1.5 percent. By 2010, the 400 wealthiest

Americans owned about 2.3 percent of household wealth, while the least-wealthy half of

American households owned about 1.1 percent.

It can be noted that, as long as the magazine did not over-estimate what they were worth

by more than about 720 billion current dollars or 53 percent, the 400 wealthiest Americans

were worth at least as much as the least-wealthy half of American households in the 2010. The

fact that the 400 wealthiest Americans were worth at least as much as the least-wealthy half

of Americans households in that year was partially due to the fact that about 11.1 percent

of households had negative wealth with their debts exceeding their assets (Kennickell 2012,

3, table 1), but it is nevertheless a striking statistic that a group that accounted for less than

one thousandth of one percent of the American population was worth at least as much as

half of the roughly 120 million households in America. That statistic, as well as the earlier
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statistic on the share of wealth held by the 400 wealthiest Americans relative to the share

of wealth held by the wealthiest one percent of American households, has been emphasized

by Foster and Holleman (2010) among others.12

The share of wealth held by the 400 wealthiest Americans over recent decades hsas

therefore been disproportionately large relative to their share of the population, roughly

equal to the share of wealth held by the least-wealthy half of American households, and

arguably large relative to the share of wealth held by the wealthiest one percent of American

households. Their share of wealth has also been larger in recent years than it was in earlier

years, despite the fact they shrunk as a share of the population. Whether the wealth of the

household sector is measured based on the SCF or the Flow of Funds Accounts, the wealth

of the 400 wealthiest Americans increased relative to the wealth of everyone else over recent

decades, as seen in figure 4 of this paper. Their share of wealth did not increase in every

year, however, as seen in the same figure. Their wealth share fell by a relatively large amount

amid the stock-market crash of the early 2000s, recovered to a large extent, and then fell by

a smaller amount amid the recent economic crisis. The most-recent estimates suggest that

their wealth share has all but recovered.

5. THEIR INDIVIDUAL FATES

As discussed in the previous section, Forbes Magazine’s list suggests that, if we ignore who

they have been as individuals, then the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans as a group

increased relative to the wealth of everyone else over recent decades. The magazine’s list also

suggests that, if we continue to ignore who they have been as individuals then the wealth of

wealthier people increased relative to the wealth of less-wealthy people even among the 400

wealthiest Americans themselves. Figure 7 shows, for the wealthiest to the 400th wealthiest

Americans in 1982 and 2013 (whoever they happened to be in those two years), the change

in their wealth in billions of constant (specifically, CPI-U-RS deflated, 2013) dollars. Note

that the ordinate axis in the figure uses an inverse hyperbolic sine transformation.13 As seen

12Another striking statistic—which was estimated by Allegretto (2011), emphasized by Stiglitz (2012, 8),
and expounded upon by Bivens (2012) and others—is that the share of household wealth held by the six
heirs of Walmart in 2007 was roughly equal to the share of wealth held by the least-wealthy 30 percent of
American households in that year.

13That is to say, if y denotes the variable of interest, then that variable was transformed as ln{θy +
(θ2y2 + 1)1/2}/θ, where the scale parameter θ was somewhat arbitrarily set to one one-thousandth. An
inverse hyperbolic sine or “arcsinh” transformation approximates a logarithmic transformation at extreme
values, but the former is more popular than the latter in the literature on wealth because, while wealth can be
zero or negative, the log of a non-positive number is infinite or imaginary (Kennickell 2006, 84; Pence 2006).
(At values close to zero, an arcsinh transformation approximates a linear transformation or, equivalently, no
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in the figure: The increase in the wealth of the wealthiest American was relatively large at

about 67 billion constant dollars; the increase in the wealth of the 100th wealthiest American

was roughly equal to the average change of about five billion; the change in the wealth of the

200th wealthiest American was smaller at about three billion; and the change in the wealth

of the 400th wealthiest American was smaller still at about one billion constant dollars.

Figures like figure 7 are often used in the literature on poverty to study the distributional

effects of income growth. In that context, such figures show changes in income between two

periods of time as a function of relative income. The figures are used to study whether

growth was “pro-poor” in the sense (among the other senses in which that term is used)

that poorer people saw their incomes rise by more than richer people, ignoring who those

people might have been in either period of time. An obvious issue with such a figure is that

it obscures the gains or losses experience by unique individuals (Grimm 2007). The same

issue presents itself in our figure.

Figure 8 extends our earlier figure by showing changes in the wealth of unique individuals

who appeared on Forbes Magazine’s list in 1982, 2013, or both of those years. Only 38 people

appeared in both years. For those 38 people, the figure shows the uncensored changes in their

wealth. Considering just those changes for the moment, the figure suggests that some people

fared better between 1982 and 2013 than figure 7 would suggest. The investor Warren Buffett

fared better, for example. In 1982, he was the 92nd wealthiest American with a wealth of

about half a billion constant dollars. By 2013, the 92nd wealthiest American was worth

about five billion dollars, but, by then, Buffett was the second wealthiest American with a

wealth of over 50 billion dollars.

Other people who appeared on the list in both 1982 and 2013 fared worse than figure 7

would suggest. The oldest grandson of John D. Rockefeller—David Rockefeller—fared worse,

for example. David was the third wealthiest American in 1982 with a wealth of about two

billion constant dollars. The third wealthiest American was worth 41 billion dollars by 2013,

but David was not worth nearly that much by then. He still fared fairly well, of course, or

else he would have fallen off the list. David was the 193rd wealthiest American with a wealth

of 2.8 billion dollars.

An above-average change in wealth does not necessarily imply that someone fared as well

in the intervening period as that change would suggest. Take Donald Trump, for example.

According to Forbes Magazine, Trump was the 290th wealthiest American in 1982 with a

transformation at all.) A semi-log scale could have been used for the figure, given that all of the changes in
wealth were positive, but the semi-arcsinh scale was used in anticipation of a similar figure that follows.
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wealth of about 200 million constant dollars, and he was the 134th wealthiest American with

a wealth of over three billion dollars by 2013, but, for the first half of the 1990s, he was not

one of the 400 wealthiest Americans. Indeed, his debts may have even exceeded his assets

by hundreds of millions of dollars at one point (Capehart forthcoming). Again, however,

an above-average (or below-average) change in wealth between 1982 and 2013 implies that

someone ultimately fared better (or worse) than figure 7 would suggest.

For everyone except the 38 people who appeared on the magazine’s list in both 1982 and

2013, only censored changes in their wealth can be shown. For the 362 people who were on

the list in 1982 but dropped off by 2013, the amount by which a person’s wealth changed is

shown as the difference between his or her wealth in 1982, on the one hand, and the minimum

wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans in any year after he or she dropped off the list, on

the other hand. The change in a person’s wealth would have been at least as large as that

difference, if the person was still alive and still an American citizen by 2013.

Some of the people who dropped off the list were still alive and still Americans by then.

After appearing on the list in 1982 with a wealth of over two billion constant dollars, and

after dropping off the list in the 1980s amid an ill-fated attempt to corner the silver market

with his brother, Nelson Hunt did not make it back on the list by 2013, but he was still alive

and still an American in that year, for example.

Some of the people who dropped off the list were no longer alive or no longer Americans

by 2013, however. Over a quarter (specially, 117) of the 400 people who appeared on the list

in 1982 eventually dropped off because they died. Other people dropped off the list for other

reasons, but at least some of them eventually died, too. At least some of the 243 people

who dropped off the list because of a decline in their wealth eventually died. One of the

sisters of the Hunt brothers—Margaret—eventually died after dropping off the list because

of a decline in her wealth, for example. And one of the two people who dropped off the list

because they renounced their American citizenship eventually died. Carnival Cruise Line

founder Ted Arison, who dropped off the list in 1994 because he renounced his American

citizenship, died in 1999. For the people who died, they obviously lost all their wealth and

much more, but the change in their wealth between 1982 and 2013 was still at least as large

as the difference that was described above, at least in some sense.14

14The one other person who was on the list in 1982 but eventually dropped off the list because he
renounced his American citizenship was Campbell Soup Company heir John Thompson Dorrance III. He
was still alive and still wealthy enough to be one of the 400 wealthiest Americans in 2013 if only he was still
an American citizen (at least according to Forbes Magazine’s list of the world’s billionaires in 2013), so his
change in wealth was better than the change shown in figure 8.
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For the 362 people who were not on the list in 1982 but came onto the list by 2013, the

amount by which a person’s wealth changed is shown as the difference between the minimum

wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans in any year between 1982 and the first year that the

person appeared on the list, on the one hand, and his or her wealth in 2013, on the other

hand. The change in a person’s wealth would have been at least as large as that difference,

if the person could have appeared, but did not appear, in the year in which the minimum

wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans was at its minimum.

Most of the people who came onto the list by 2013 could have appeared on the list in

1982 if only they were wealthy enough, but some could not have appeared, either because

they had not been born yet or because they had not become American citizens yet. The

minimum wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans was at its minimum in 1982, so the three

people who were born after 1982 (namely, oil-pipeline heir Scott Duncan and Facebook co-

founders Dustin Moskovitz and Mark Zuckerberg) could not have appeared on the list back

in that year, although the change in their wealth between 1982 and 2013 was still at least as

large as the difference described above, at least in some sense.

The number of people who would have appeared on the list in 1982 if only they had

already been American citizens is unknown, but the number might be zero. There were only

38 immigrants on the list in 2013 who were not already on the list in 1982 (Navarro 2013).

The wealthiest one of them (namely, Google co-founder Sergey Brin) was almost surely not

a multi-millionaire back in 1982, and the earliest year any of them appeared on the list was

1987. George Soros appeared on the list for the first time in that year, but he had been an

American citizen since the 1960s. To the extent that any of those immigrants were already

multi-millionaires back in 1982, the change in their wealth was worse than the change shown

in our figure.

Although some of the changes shown in the figure may be misleading due to censoring,

some of the greatest gains seem to have been experienced by people who were not on the

list in 1982 but made it onto the list by 2013, while some of the greatest losses seem to have

been experienced by people who were on the list in 1982 but dropped off by 2013. Bill Gates

was not on the list in 1982, so he must have been worth less than the minimum wealth of

the 400 wealthiest Americans in that year, which was about 174 million constant dollars.

By 2013, Gates was the wealthiest American and worth 72 billion dollars. Gates fared well

between 1982 and 2013, therefore. The wealthiest American in 1982—the shipping mogul

Daniel Keith Ludwig—did not fare as well. Ludwig was worth over four billion constant

dollars in 1982, but he eventually dropped off the list because he died.
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Thus, the changes in wealth among the 400 wealthiest Americans between 1982 and 2013

were perhaps not as pro-wealthy as figure 7 might suggest. Relatively wealthier members

of the 400 wealthiest Americans became relatively wealthier between 1982 and 2013, but

the 400 wealthiest Americans in 1982 were not exactly the same people—or even mostly

the same people—as the 400 wealthiest Americans in 2013, and people who were the same

moved up and down the ranks.

The change in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans as a group between 1982 and

2013 was also perhaps not as pro-wealthy as the increase in their wealth relative to the

wealth of everyone else might suggest. The change in the their wealth between those two

years can be decomposed into the contributions of the people who appeared on the list in

both years, people who came onto the list, and people who dropped off. The contribution

of people who appeared on the list in both years (“incumbents”) is simply the sum of the

changes in their wealth. If someone appeared on the magazine’s list in both years, and if his

or her wealth increased by a given amount, then the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans

must have also increased by that amount.

The contributions of the people who came onto the list (“entrants”) and the people who

dropped off the list (“dropouts”) can be calculated as the sum of the differences between a

person’s wealth in 2013 and the minimum wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans in 1982, in

the former case, and the negative of the sum of the differences between the minimum wealth

of the 400 wealthiest Americans in 1982 and a person’s wealth in 2013, in the latter case. If

someone was on the list in 1982 but dropped off by 2013, and if all other things were equal,

then the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans would have decreased by the difference

between his or her initial wealth and the minimum wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans.

Likewise, if someone was not on the list in 1982 but came onto the list by 2013, and if

all other things were equal, then the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans would have

increased by the difference between his or her initial wealth and the minimum wealth of the

400 wealthiest Americans. All other things were not equal, of course. The minimum wealth

of the 400 wealthiest increased between 1982 and 2013, for example. Yet, decomposing the

change in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans in that way still seems sensible.

The contributions of the people who dropped off the list can be further decomposed into

the contributions of the people who dropped off the list because they died (“decedents”),

the people who dropped off the list because they renounced their American citizenship

(“renunciants”), and the people who dropped off the list because their wealth declined in

either absolute or relative terms (“other dropouts”).
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Decomposing the 1,807-billion-constant-dollar increase in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest

Americans between 1982 and 2013 in such a manner, incumbents added about 273 billion

constant dollars (of which Buffett contributed about 21 percent all by himself) and entrants

added about 1,652 billion (of which Gates contributed about four percent), while decedents

subtracted about 57 billion (of which Ludwig subtracted about eight percent), other dropouts

besides renunciants subtracted a similar dollar amount (about 61 billion, of which Nelson

Hunt subtracted about four percent), and renunciants subtracted a negligible amount (less

than one billion constant dollars). Thus, while some of the increase in the wealth of the

400 wealthiest Americans was due to the gains experienced by people who were one of the

400 wealthiest Americans in both of those years, most of the change was due to the gains

experienced by people who were not yet one of the 400 wealthiest Americans back in 1982.

There is no guarantee that those people started from a lowly station in life or that they

ended up doing anything more than inheriting a fortune, of course, but they were at least

not already one of the 400 wealthiest Americans in 1982.

The 1,652-billion-constant-dollar contribution of the people who became one of the 400

wealthiest Americans by 2013 can be decomposed further into the contributions of people who

were self-made, at least according to Forbes Magazine, and people who were not. According

to the magazine, 273 out of the 400 people on its list in 2013 were self-made, in the sense that

they “built [their] fortunes themselves” (although they might not have built their fortunes

“entirely from scratch” because they might have “borrowed money from in-laws or parents”

or “started businesses with spouses or other relatives;” Kroll 2012). All but 17 of the 273

self-made people were not on the list in 1982. The 256 self-made people who came onto the

list by 2013 contributed about 1,134 billion dollars overall. Seven of those people—including

the Microsoft co-founder Bill Gates, the Orcale founder Larry Ellison, the Amazon founder

Jeff Bezos, and the Google co-founders Larry Page and Sergey Brin, as well as the media

mogul Michael Bloomberg and the casino owner Sheldon Anderson—contributed about 22

percent of that amount or about 248 billion dollars. It can be noted that, out of the self-made

people who came to the list by 2013, some appeared on the list for the first time as early

as 1983 and others appeared as late as 2013. The unweighted average of their first years on

the list is about 2001, while a weighted average weighted by their contribution to the total

change in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans is about 1998.

The other people who made it onto the list by 2013 but were not self-made contributed

about 519 billion. The heirs of Walmart founder Sam Walton—oldest son Rob, youngest

son Jim, daughter Alice, and daughter-in-law Christy—contributed about a quarter of that
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amount or about 135 billion dollars. The unweighted and weighted average of their first

years on the list is about 2000 and 1997, respectively.

Forbes Magazine’s list therefore suggests that, out of the 1,807-billion-constant-dollar

increase in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans between 1982 and 2013, about 792

billion can be attributed to 38 people who were already one of the 400 wealthiest Americans

back in 1982 as well as 106 people who became one of the 400 wealthiest Americans by

2013 without building their fortunes by themselves. About 1,134 billion can be attributed

to 256 self-made people who became one of the 400 wealthiest Americans by 2013. The

discrepancy in the dollar-value amounts is due to people who either died, experienced a

decline in their wealth, or renounced their American citizenship. The contributions of each

group are summarized in table 1.

Although the extent to which the self-made members of the magazine’s list actually

started from a lowly station in life has yet to be quantified in any precise manner (see Kaplan

and Rauh’s (2013 for one recent attempt), a rise in the number of self-made members has

been seen as a sign of increased wealth mobility into the very top of the wealth distribution

(see, e.g., ibid.). One way in which to try to discern whether wealth mobility has actually

risen, fallen, or stayed the same is to study the number of self-made entrants, not over the

entire period from 1982 to 2013, but instead over several shorter periods. Part of figure 9

shows, for the years between 1995 and 2013, the number of people who came onto Forbes

Magazine’s list between one year and the next and who were considered self-made by the

magazine. The figure does not go all the way back to 1982 because the magazine did not start

to systematically report whether someone’s wealth was self-made until it started publishing

its list online in 1996.

As seen in the figure, the number of self-made entrants by year has been relatively small

and relatively constant. As many as 400 self-made entrants could have come onto the list

between any one year and the next, if there was complete turnover, and if that turnover

was driven by self-made men and women rising up the ranks. The average number of new

entrants per year has only been about 33 people, however. The highest the number has been

is 57 people. The number was that high between 1998 and 1999 at the height of the dot-com

boom. The number of self-made entrants was as low as 19 people between 2002 and 2003 in

the wake of the dot-com crash.

The same figure also shows, for the same years, the number of people who came onto the

list between one year and the next but who were not considered self-made by the magazine

(“other entrants”). The number of those people has also been relatively small and constant
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with a maximum of 24 people between 2003 and 2004, a minimum of two people between

2010 and 2011, and about 10 people on average per year.

Finally, the figure shows the number of people who stayed on the list between one year

and the next (“incumbents”). That number has been relatively high and constant. Over the

period from 1995 to 2013, the number was as high as 376 people, as low as 330 people, and

equal to about 356 people on average. The minimum occurred at the height of the dot-com

boom in the years between 1998 and 1999, while the minimum occurred between 2010 and

2011 in the wake of the recent crisis that is still ongoing in many senses.15

The relative constancy of the number of incumbents, self-made entrants, and other

entrants has important implications for inter- and intra-generational wealth mobility.

An increase over time in the number of self-made members of the magazine’s list relative

to the number of other members suggests that the self made tended to be more likely to make

it to the top of the wealth distribution and/or they were more likely to stay there once they

made it, at least given the economic, social, and political circumstances of the period under

consideration. The fact that the number of self-made entrants has tended to be greater than

the number of other entrants in any given year suggests that they have indeed been more

likely to make it to the top. It can be noted as an aside that more sophisticated empirical

analysis that controls for confounding factors like age does not suggest that the self made

have been statistically or substantively more or less likely to remain at the top once they get

there relative to their non-self-made counterparts (Capehart 2014a, ch. 4).

In order for inter-generational mobility into the top of the wealth distribution to be rising,

a rise in the number of self-made members should be observed, but, more importantly, we

should see a rise in the number of self-made entrants relative to the number of other entrants.

That does nor appear to be the case based on Figure 9. Figure 10 illustrates that more clearly

by showing the proportion of entrants who were self made.

Intra-generational mobility also appears to have been constant in the sense that there

does not appear to have been any change over time in the probability that someone who

makes it onto Forbes Magazine’s will stay there. The more sophisticated empirical analysis

noted above suggests the same.

Thus, there is little if any evidence of a change in inter- or intra-generational wealth

mobility. That is not to say that the 400 wealthiest Americans have always been the same

15The maximum, minimum, and average number of incumbents for the entire period of time between the
magazine’s inaugural list in 1982 and its most-recent list as of writing has been similar. Between 1982 and
2013, out of the 400 people on the list in any given year, as many as 376 and as few as 320 people appeared
again in the next year. About 352 appeared again on average.

24 / 45



people, of course. The people on the list in a given year are only the temporary tenants

of the very top of the wealth distribution. That said, the tenancy of some people has been

extended, someone’s tenancy could perhaps be permanent if not for the limits of human

longevity, and certain people like Sam Walton have affected the distribution of wealth long

after their death.

6. FINAL REFLECTIONS

On the occasion of the 10th anniversary of its annual list of the 400 wealthiest Americans,

Forbes Magazine asked the question, “What has the Forbes 400 accomplished in 10 years?”

(Forbes Magazine 1991, 145). The magazine claimed that the accomplishment of its list

was that “the Forbes 400 fill[ed] what was once an important blank spot in the portrait

of American society” (ibid., 146). The metaphorical blank spot that the list filled was the

very top of the wealth distribution. According to the magazine, its list filled that blank

spot by “showing what concentrated private wealth in this country is really like, as opposed

to what ideologues and political opportunists of every stripe want people to believe it is

like” (ibid.). The magazine’s list may not be an accurate representation of the part of the

American portrait that it purports to fill, of course, either because of inadvertent mistakes or

perhaps even ideology, opportunism, or some other nefarious force. Yet, Forbes Magazine’s

list is arguably the best source of data on the very top of the wealth distribution, as this

paper argued above. The list would therefore seem to deserve study by social scientists and

not just casual readers.

Using the magazine’s list, this paper studied how some of the wealthiest Americans fared

as individuals and as a group over recent decades. The paper showed that the 400 wealthiest

Americans became wealthier as a group in both absolute and relative terms over recent

decades. The increase in their wealth as a group was partially, but only partially, driven by

an increase in the wealth of individuals who were already some of the wealthiest Americans

in earlier years. Much of the increase in their wealth was driven by an increase in the wealth

of individuals who only became one of the wealthiest Americans in recent years, although

at least some of the people who ceased being one of the wealthiest Americans only did

so because they died, and at least some of the people who became one of the wealthiest

Americans only did so because they inherited wealth.

A complete explanation of the increase in the wealth of the wealthiest Americans as a

group over recent decades would therefore require an explanation of the rising and falling

fortunes of a diverse set of individuals, including the diverse set of individuals who were
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already wealthy, the diverse set of individuals who experienced death or decline, and the

diverse set of individuals who acquired or inherited wealth.

The diversity of the individuals on its 10th-annual list was emphasized by Forbes

Magazine when it dismissed what it saw as an ideologically or politically driven belief that

the wealthiest Americans are a homogeneous group.

To say the richest Americans constitute a class is to lump together a founder of

a waste disposal company [. . . ] and a prominent Philadelphia inheritor [. . . ] and

a dedicated second-generation professional executive [. . . ] and a survivor of Nazi

slave labor camps [. . . ]. Throw in a onetime farm boy and grade school dropout;

an opportunistic former usher from Brooklyn; a former truck driver; a one-time

Polish housemaid. The only thing all these people have in common is that they

all have a lot of money. (Forbes Magazine 1991, 146)

At the risk of belaboring this point about the diversity of the wealthiest Americans, a

journalist writing for another popular magazine wrote the following.

Many people assume that the rich are pretty much alike, that the acquisition

of fortune somehow imposes other uniformities. Yet I have found [the rich] to

be an eclectic mixture of extroverts and recluses, spendthrifts and pinchpennies,

idealists and pragmatists—in short, individuals. (Louis 1973, 242)

Even the journalist Lundberg Ferdinand, who was by no means an apologist for plutocrats,

shared a similar sentiment when he wrote the following.

Included in the designation [of “the rich”] are trust-fund infants who at the

moment of birth are incalculably rich (and presumably no more offensive than any

other infants), trust-fund children of various ages, women young and old of mixed

capabilities and outlooks, and men ranging from inane idlers and wastrels through

routine performers to the intensely but not always laudably active. (Lundberg

1969, 638–9)

While the individuals who have appeared (however briefly) on Forbes Magazine’s list

of the 400 wealthiest Americans during recent decades have presumably been more diverse

than the people who packed Mrs. Astor’s ballroom during the Gilded Age, they may not

have been as diverse as the above-given quotes would suggest. Only one African-American

woman (namely, Oprah Winfrey) has ever appeared on the magazine’s list, for example. Yet,
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the people who have appeared on the magazine’s list have been diverse enough that it seems

difficult if not impossible to offer an all-encompassing explanation of their rising and falling

fortunes. Partial explanations are still possible, however, given that changes to the wealth

of the wealthiest Americans as a group can be partially explained in terms of the changing

fortunes of smaller, more homogeneous groups.

Just one person, Bill Gates, accounts for about four percent of the increase in the wealth

of the 400 wealthiest Americans between 1982 and 2013. Almost all of the increase in his

wealth was surely due to the increase in the value of the company that he co-founded,

Microsoft. The other co-founder of Microsoft (Paul Allen) and an early employee and the

current CEO of that company (Steve Ballmer) account for about another two percent of

the increase in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans over the same years. Almost

all of the increase in the wealth of those two men was surely due to the increase in the

value Microsoft, as well. Thus, if the increase in the value of Microsoft could be explained,

then that by itself would go a relatively long way—about six percent of the way—towards

explaining the increase in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans, at least in some sense.

An explanation of the increase in the value of Microsoft is perhaps best left as a case study

for scholars at a business school, but it is presumably a story about an operating system that

came to dominate the market (MS-DOS, the Microsoft Disk Operating System) and other

products that that had varying degrees of success and whose successes were at least partly

predicated on the success of its operating system (the Word word-processing software, the

Excel spreadsheet software, the Internet Explorer web browser, the Zune media player, the

Bing search engine, etc.).

For the Nobel-prize-winning economist Joseph Stiglitz, that story is a story of techno-

logical lock-in rather than technological innovation. Microsoft was not a “real innovator,”

according to Stiglitz (2012, 57). He noted that, “Microsoft [. . . ] did not develop the first

widely used word processor, the first spreadsheet, the first browser, the first media player,

or the first dominant search engine” (ibid., 57–58). It can also be noted that Microsoft did

not even develop the operating system (QDOS, the Quick and Dirty Operating System)

that was the basis for its operating system that came to dominate the market. They merely

licensed an operating system from someone else (namely, Tim Paterson) who was smart

enough to develop it and dumb enough to license it for a meager sum. Rather than being

a real innovator, Microsoft was merely a company whose operating system benefited from

network externalities inherent to such systems and who used its dominant position in that

market to succeeded in other markets, again, according to Stiglitz (2012, 56–58).
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For others, the story of Microsoft’s successes should be told in much more hagiographic

terms with much less emphasis on its anti-competitive practices like bundling Internet

Explorer with its operating system. In that story, Microsoft may have created some duds

like the Zune, but, by and large, the company created products that consumers wanted to

buy. People like Bill Gates reaped immense rewards, but those rewards were just deserts

(see, e.g., Forbes and Ames 2011, 113, for such a story).

Similar disagreements about the causes and consequences of immense wealth would

presumably extend to almost all of the wealthiest Americans. There may even be

disagreement about the wealth of someone like Under Armour founder Kevin Plank, who

accounts for a puny percentage of the increase in the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans

over recent decades but who is nevertheless worth over one billion dollars as of writing. The

current editor of Forbes Magazine has claimed that, “You don’t get rich off the sweat of

others in a free-market economy—unless you’re former college football player Kevin Plank,

who founded Under Armour, the perspiration-absorbing athletic-apparel maker that went

on to make him a fortune in a little more than a decade” (Forbes and Ames 2011, 114–5).

The editor was being facetious about Plank doing anything more than fulfilling the demands

of his consumers. Yet, to the extent that someone believes that apparel makers like Under

Armour run sweatshops that exploit their workers, people like Plank may have gotten rich

off other people’s sweat in the idiomatic sense that the people were exploited.

Therefore, even if Forbes Magazine’s list has been a completely accurate rendering of the

400 wealthiest Americans, what one sees when looking at the list is perhaps as hopelessly

subjective as what one sees when looking at a piece of artwork. The focus of one’s attention

will determine how the heterogeneous group that is the wealthiest Americans will be seen.

There are nevertheless some relatively basic questions about the wealthiest Americans—

like whether inequality between them and mobility among them are rising, falling, or staying

the same—that can be answered in a relatively objective manner. The magazine’s list may

not be an ideal source of data for answering those sorts of questions, but it seems to be the

best available source of data. By answering such questions, we as a society may be able

to answer grander questions like whether inequality and mobility are too high, too low, or

just right. Answering basic questions can therefore offer insight into the world in which we

actually live and, in doing so, inform debates about the world in which we wish to live.
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Figure 1: Wealth of the 400 Wealthiest Americans, 1982–2013

Source: Data adapted from BLS (2013); (Forbes Magazine 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986,
1987, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001,
2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013).

Note: This figure shows the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans, based on Forbes
Magazine’s list from the years 1982 to 2013. Their wealth is shown in nominal dollars,
CPI-deflated dollars, and CLEWI-deflated dollars with 2013 as the base year.
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Figure 2: Price levels, 1982–2013

Source: Data adapted from Bureau of Labor Statistics (2013) and CLEWI (1986–2013)

Note: This figure shows, for the years from 1982 to 2013, the level of the Cost of Living
Extremely Well Index (CLEWI) and Consumer Price Index (CPI).
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Figure 3: Percentage Change in the Wealth of the 400 Wealthiest Americans Over Select
Years

Source: Data adapted from BLS (2013); Forbes Magazine (1987–2010).

Note: This figure shows, for years after their wealth peaked, the percentage change in the
wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans, relative to their peak wealth. Dollar values are
CPI-deflated, 2013 dollars.
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Figure 4: Share of Wealth Held by the 400 Wealthiest Americans, 1982–2013

Source: Data adapted from Bricker et al. (2012); BLS (2013); Flow of Funds Accounts; Forbes
Magazine (1982–2013); Kennickell (2011, 2012); Kennickell and Starr (1994); Kennickell
et al. (2000).

Note: This figure shows the wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans, based on Forbes
Magazine’s list, as a share of household wealth, based on either the Flow of Funds Accounts
(FOFA) or the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), for years between 1982 and 2013.
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Figure 5: Shares of Wealth Held by the Wealthiest One Percent of American Households
and the 400 Wealthiest Americans, 1989–2010

Source: Data adapted from Bricker et al. (2012); BLS (2013); Forbes Magazine (1989–2010);
Kennickell (2011, 2012); Kennickell and Starr (1994); Kennickell et al. (2000).
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Figure 6: Shares of Wealth Held by the Least-wealthy Half of American Households and the
400 Wealthiest Americans, 1989–2010

Source: Data adapted from the same sources as figure 5.
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Figure 7: Anonymous Changes in Wealth, 1982–2013

Source: Data adapted from Forbes Magazine (1982–2013).

Note: This figure shows, on a semi-arcsinh scale, changes in the wealth of the wealthiest to
the 400th wealthiest Americans between 1982 and 2013 (in billions of CPI-deflated, 2013
dollars), ignoring who they were as individuals in either of those years (solid line). The
average change in their wealth is also shown (dashed line).
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Figure 8: Non-anonymous Changes in Wealth, 1982–2013

Source: Data adapted from the same sources as figure 7.

Note: This figure shows, on a semi-arcsinh scale, changes in the wealth of the wealthiest to the
400th wealthiest Americans between 1982 and 2013, ignoring who they were as individuals
(solid line). Uncensored or censored changes in the wealth of individuals who were one of
the 400 wealthiest Americans in 1982 or 2013 are also shown (points).
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Figure 9: Number of Incumbents and Self-made or Other Entrants, 1995–2013

Source: Data adapted from Forbes Magazine (1995–2013).

Note: This figure shows, for the years between 1995 and 2013, the number of people on
Forbes Magazine’s list in a given year who appeared on the list again in the next year
(“incumbents”) and the number of self-made or other entrants who came onto the list by the
next year for either the first time or after an absence. The figure is split into two in order
to better illustrate the relatively limited variation.
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Figure 10: Proportion of Entrants Who Were Self Made, 1995–2013

Source: Data adapted from Forbes Magazine (1995–2013).

Note: This figure shows, for the years between 1995 and 2013, the number of entrants between
one year and the next who were self made as a proportion of the total number of entrants.
The highest proportion was about 92 percent for the people who came onto the list between
2010 and 2011; the lowest proportion was about 56 percent between 2003 and 2004; and the
average per year was about 76 percent.
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Table 1: Decomposition of the Change in the Wealth of the 400 Wealthiest Americans,
1982–2013

Group Contribution ($Bs)

Incumbents 273
Entrants

Self-made entrants 1, 134
Other entrants 519

Dropouts
Decedents −57
Renunciants −1
Other dropouts −61

All groups 1, 807

Source: Data adapted from Forbes Magazine (1982–2013).

Note: This table shows how the change in the total wealth of the 400 wealthiest Americans between
1982 and 2013 can be decomposed into the contributions made by different groups of unique individuals.
The decomposition is discussed in the text. The dollar values are billons of CPI-deflated, 2013 dollars.
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