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ABSTRACT

IZA DP No. 17994 JULY 2025

Built, Not Born: 
How Education Predicts Billionaire Wealth
This study investigates the key drivers behind the wealth accumulation of America’s 

100 richest self-made billionaires, using data from the Forbes 400 list. Focusing on five 

individual and contextual factors—education, innovation, networks, inheritance, and 

geographic origins—the research applies regression analysis to evaluate the statistical 

significance and predictive power of each. The results show that education, especially 

from elite institutions, is a strong and consistent predictor of wealth. Innovation, measured 

by patents and entrepreneurial activity, shows the strongest correlation, emphasizing its 

centrality in modern wealth creation. Networks—both personal and professional—also 

play a crucial role, though they interact with other variables. In contrast, inheritance 

and geographic origins, while influential, exhibit weaker statistical associations. Notably, 

89% of the cohort received little or no family funding, underscoring the importance of 

individual agency and external investment. The findings challenge assumptions about 

inherited wealth and highlight the role of human capital, innovation ecosystems, and urban 

opportunity structures in financial success.
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Built, Not Born: How Education Predicts Billionaire Wealth 
The mechanisms underlying extreme wealth accumulation have long been a 

focal point of economic, sociological, and policy research. While traditional narratives 

often emphasize inherited privilege or structural advantages (Piketty, 2014; Keister & 

Lee, 2014), contemporary scholarship increasingly highlights the role of individual 

agency, human capital, and contextual ecosystems in shaping financial success 

(Lounsbury & Glynn, 2019; Hall & Woodward, 2010).  

This study examines the interplay of five critical factors—education, innovation, 

networks, inheritance, and geographic origins—in the wealth trajectories of self-made 

billionaires, aiming to disentangle their relative contributions and challenge 

deterministic assumptions about economic mobility. 

The choice of these factors is grounded in robust theoretical and empirical 

foundations. Education, particularly from elite institutions, has been shown to confer 

not only technical skills but also social capital and signaling advantages that amplify 

career opportunities (Rivera, 2016; Stevens et al., 2008).  

Research by Zimmerman (2019) further demonstrates that selective universities 

act as "gatekeepers" to high-growth industries, while Chetty et al. (2020) reveal their 

outsized role in propelling graduates into the top 1% of earners.  

Innovation, measured through patents and entrepreneurial ventures, is similarly 

pivotal, as disruptive technologies and "blue ocean" market strategies (Kim & 

Mauborgne, 2015) disproportionately reward first movers in knowledge-based 

economies (Aghion et al., 2021). The rise of tech billionaires underscores this trend, 

with intellectual property now accounting for over 80% of S&P 500 market value 

(Tomo, 2020). 

Networks, both formal and informal, serve as conduits for resources, 

mentorship, and opportunity hoarding (Granovetter, 2017; Burt, 2005). Silicon Valley’s 

success, for instance, is often attributed to its dense networks of venture capitalists and 

serial entrepreneurs (Saxenian, 2006).  

Conversely, inheritance, while a traditional focus of inequality research (Wolff & 

Gittleman, 2014), appears less deterministic among self-made elites; recent work by 

Atkinson (2015) suggests that inherited wealth may even dampen entrepreneurial 

incentives. Finally, geographic origins reflect spatial inequalities in access to capital and 

innovation hubs (Moretti, 2012), though digitalization has begun to disrupt this 

paradigm (Florida & King, 2016). 
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Despite this extensive literature, gaps persist. Few studies quantitatively 

compare these factors within a unified framework, and none focus exclusively on the 

ultra-wealthy—a population whose strategies may diverge sharply from broader affluent 

cohorts (Freeland, 2012). By analyzing the Forbes 400 cohort, this study tests: 

 

1. H₀: No significant relationship exists between the five factors and billionaire 

wealth. 

2. H₁: These factors collectively explain meaningful variation in wealth 

accumulation. 

 

The findings aim to refine theories of wealth concentration while informing policies on 

education, innovation, and regional development. In doing so, this research bridges 

macro-level structural analyses (e.g., Piketty’s capital accumulation) and micro-level 

behavioral perspectives (e.g., Shane’s entrepreneurial cognition), offering a more 

integrated understanding of 21st-century prosperity. 

 

Theoretical Background 
 
Education 

Higher education in the United States is undergoing increasing scrutiny, 

especially in light of growing concerns about student debt and the financial viability of 

a college degree for average Americans (Arrojas, 2023).  

Public sentiment reflects this shift. In 2015, 57% of Americans viewed college 

favorably; by 2023, that number had dropped to just 36%, with disapproval rising from 

9% to 22% (Brenan, 2023). Amid this skepticism, an important question arises: does 

college still serve as a pathway to wealth? 

Research suggests it does, particularly among the ultra-wealthy. A UBS/PWC 

(2015) report found that 82% of self-made billionaires globally hold a college degree—

far above the global average of 6.7% (Anghel, 2021) and the 32.1% of Americans who 

held at least a bachelor’s degree in 2019 (Mcelrath et al., 2021).  

The link between education and income is further supported by Stryzhak (2020), 

whose study of 145 countries found that education is positively correlated with income, 

self-expression, and creative thinking—individual and contextual factors often seen in 

high-net-worth individuals. 
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In the U.S., college degrees also correlate with higher earnings, more stable 

families, and broader social networks (Hout, 2012)—all crucial for long-term financial 

success. Wai (2014) adds that not only is college important, but elite institutions play a 

disproportionate role. Roughly 42.6% of self-made U.S. billionaires attended a top-

ranked university, highlighting the added value of educational prestige. 

This trend extends beyond the U.S. A U.K. study found graduates from elite 

Russell Group universities had higher chances of entering the top 5% of earners. More 

strikingly, attending private schools early in life further increased those odds (Sullivan 

et al., 2018; Green et al., 2010), underscoring how access to high-quality education and 

networks from an early age contributes to wealth accumulation. 

The increasing value of a college degree is also economic. In the U.S., 

bachelor’s degree holders now earn, on average, 84% more over their lifetime than 

those with only a high school diploma—a rise from 75% in 1999. This shift reflects the 

broader transition to a service-based, high-skill economy (United States Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 2022; Carnevale & Rose, 2015), where nearly two-thirds of jobs now 

require postsecondary education (Carnevale et al., 2010). 

 

Innovation 

Innovation—particularly through patents and strategic market positioning—has 

been closely linked to the wealth of high-net-worth individuals. U.S. entrepreneurs have 

led global trends in innovation, particularly in finance and technology (UBS/PWC, 

2015).  

One clear indicator of this trend is the dramatic rise in patents. Patents are 

widely recognized as proxies for innovation and economic development, especially in 

the digital era (OECD, 2004). Between 2005 and 2023, the number of patents issued in 

the U.S. more than doubled, rising from 165,483 to 346,152—a 109% increase 

(Korhonen, 2023a). 

This explosion of innovation has been especially prominent in the tech sector. In 

2023, seven of the ten wealthiest Americans came from technology, reflecting its 

dominance as a modern engine of wealth (Forbes, 2023). Zehner et al. (2016) emphasize 

that technology is a leading global driver of wealth, and that innovation has accelerated 

sharply in the past two decades.  
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Supporting this, the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO, 2022) 

reports that 10% of all global patent applications were in computer technology, 

reinforcing its central role in modern economic advancement. 

A key strategy among self-made billionaires is the "blue ocean strategy," which 

involves creating new markets rather than competing in saturated ones (Kim & 

Mauborgne, 2014).  

Governments play a crucial role in fostering innovation ecosystems. The United 

Nations (2012) argues that innovation and entrepreneurship are foundational to 

economic development. Nel-Sanders & Thomas (2022) further highlight the importance 

of supporting entrepreneurial ecosystems, especially amid the fourth industrial 

revolution.  

According to Henrekson & Sanandaji (2013), the most innovative countries 

typically have high GDP per capita, low taxes, limited regulation, and robust venture 

capital investment. 

However, critiques of innovation-driven policy exist. Shane (2009) warns that 

indiscriminately funding start-ups may yield low returns, as most are neither innovative 

nor impactful. Petras (2008) goes further, claiming many wealthy individuals gain their 

fortunes through political influence rather than genuine innovation. 

 

Networks 

Networks are fundamental to entrepreneurial success, offering access to 

resources, information, and opportunities that might otherwise be out of reach. Aigrain 

et al. (2008) emphasize that networks serve dual purposes: providing crucial funding 

and fostering mentorship, both of which contribute to short-term gains and long-term 

collaboration. Mentorship plays a pivotal role in guiding entrepreneurs through early 

challenges (Van der Sijde & Weijmans, 2013). 

The networks individuals are born into can significantly influence their 

entrepreneurial trajectory. Casey (2012) notes that low-wealth entrepreneurs often 

struggle due to a lack of initial capital and connections. Family structure also plays a 

role; Bernardi et al. (2018) found that individuals who did not live continuously with 

both parents face a median wealth penalty of $61,600 by middle age.  
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This disparity extends into education, as children from disrupted families are 

less likely to apply to and be admitted to elite colleges, largely due to limited access to 

resources (Lillard & Gerner, 1999). 

Elite education itself is often tied to networks. Ivy League schools, strong 

predictors of future wealth, are influenced by legacy admissions and large donations 

from affluent families, creating an admissions “arms race” (Unz, 2012).  

Files et al. (2021) argue that elite colleges should face greater scrutiny, akin to 

financial institutions, due to patterns of preferential treatment that reinforce systemic 

inequality. However, initiatives like College Access Programs can help level the playing 

field by supporting underrepresented students through the admissions process 

(Rowcroft, 2019). 

Beyond education, professional networks also provide critical support for 

entrepreneurs. Sharada & Iyer (2015) highlight the value of ex-colleague networks in 

providing mentorship, technical help, and reputational endorsements—resources that 

lower the cost and barriers to launching successful ventures. 

Silicon Valley exemplifies the power of such networks. Known for its culture of 

collaboration and innovation, start-ups there complete initial funding rounds in just over 

11 months—five months faster than the national average (Zhang, 2003). Castilla et al. 

(n.d.) attribute this efficiency to high labor mobility, knowledge-sharing, and the active 

involvement of venture capitalists, who offer not just capital but also strategic guidance. 

 

Inheritance 

The transfer of wealth from one generation to the next—remains a key 

mechanism through which high-net-worth individuals preserve and expand family 

fortunes. These transfers may include financial assets, property, or family businesses. 

From 2007 to 2061, an estimated $59 trillion will be transferred in the U.S., with $36 

trillion going directly to heirs (Holdman et al., 2018). 

This growing scale of intergenerational wealth transfer has deep implications for 

wealth inequality and social mobility. Despite the American ideal of merit-based 

success, the U.S. faces some of the highest and fastest-growing levels of inequality 

among OECD countries.  
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The OECD (2014) argues that inheritances reinforce disparities by giving the 

children of wealthy families disproportionate opportunities to accumulate wealth. 

However, the role of inheritance in perpetuating inequality is debated.  

Black et al. (2022) suggest that, over a 19-year period, wealth transfers did not 

significantly impact lifetime financial inflows for most individuals, except for those 

with very wealthy parents. 

Wolff and Gittleman (2014) argue that inheritances can reduce inequality, as 

relatively smaller transfers often have a greater proportional impact on poorer 

households. 

Business ventures are another lens through which inheritance influences wealth. 

UBS/PWC (2018) found that 62% of those who inherited a family business started a 

new venture, compared to just 42% of those who inherited financial assets.  

In 2023, for the first time, new billionaires accumulated more wealth through 

inheritance ($150.8 billion) than entrepreneurship ($140.7 billion), reflecting the 

increasing importance of wealth planning across generations (UBS, 2023). 

Inherited capital also plays a crucial role in business formation. According to 

Strand (2010), such transfers help concentrate wealth in select families, enabling future 

generations to build on existing financial advantages.  

Family financing can replace traditional bank loans, often with more lenient 

terms. Basu & Parker (2001) and Hosseini (2016) highlight how this support allows 

entry into capital-intensive sectors, independent of inherited skill or experience. 

Additionally, family members frequently accept lower or even negative returns, 

making early-stage financing more accessible (Lee & Persson, 2016; Bygrave & Hunt, 

2014).  

In some cases, inheritance serves as collateral for security-based lending—an 

increasingly popular way for wealthy individuals to access additional capital 

(Broadridge Financial Solutions, 2023). 

 

Geographic Origins 

Geographic Origins play a critical role in shaping an individual’s likelihood of 

achieving wealth. The place where a person is born and raised—whether a rural area or 

a major city—can profoundly affect their opportunities and upward mobility. Chetty et 

al. (2014) found that intergenerational mobility varies significantly by region.  
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High-mobility areas are typically marked by better schools, greater family 

stability, and lower income inequality. For example, children born in San José, 

California, have a 12.9% chance of rising from the bottom income quintile, compared to 

just 4.4% in Charlotte, North Carolina—illustrating how location can influence 

economic outcomes.  

Connor and Storper (2020) further support this by showing that the South and 

Midwest exhibit consistently lower social mobility, whereas the Northeast and West 

tend to enjoy higher incomes and mobility levels. These regional differences reflect the 

uneven distribution of opportunity across the U.S. 

Urbanization is another significant factor in wealth accumulation. Bloom et al. 

(2008) highlight that income and wealth levels are strongly correlated with 

urbanization, due in part to the richer market structures and broader economic activity 

found in cities.  

Between 1982 and 1997, urban and built-up land in the U.S. increased by 34%, 

with projections suggesting a rise in developed land from 5.2% to 9.2% by 2025 (Alig 

et al., 2004). Boustan et al. (2013), in a study from the National Bureau of Economic 

Research, reinforce that urban areas promote wealth creation by connecting individuals 

to larger economic networks and greater opportunities. 

Florida and Mellander (2019) argue that the super-rich are disproportionately 

concentrated in large metropolitan areas, aligning with global city theory. These cities 

function as financial and technological hubs, offering high-paying jobs and dense 

professional networks.  

Sassen (2005) supports this view, noting that global cities—such as New York, 

San Francisco, and London—serve as command centers for the global economy and 

provide fertile ground for wealth accumulation in sectors like tech, finance, and media. 

Together, these findings underscore that geographic location—especially 

proximity to major urban centers—remains a significant determinant of wealth and 

opportunity in the modern economy. 
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Methodology 

This study uses Forbes' annual list of the 400 wealthiest Americans as its 

primary data source, focusing specifically on individuals categorized as “self-made.” To 

ensure this, only those with a Forbes self-made score between 6 and 10—indicating 

minimal inherited wealth and substantial personal achievement—were included 

(Ponciano, 2020). 

Additional data, such as city population sizes and patent counts, were gathered 

through online sources and the Justia Patents database. Each selected individual was 

coded across several factors thought to influence wealth accumulation: education, 

innovation, networks, inheritance, and geographic origins.  

These variables were quantified on a scale from 1 to 5. For example, education 

ranged from no formal degree (1) to an advanced degree from an Ivy League university 

(5). Inheritance captured financial support at career start; geographic origins reflected 

city size and prosperity; innovation was based on patents and companies founded; and 

networks were assessed through known business connections and partnerships. 

Once compiled, the data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential 

statistical methods. Descriptive statistics (means, medians, frequency distributions) 

helped identify general patterns, while multiple regression models were employed to 

estimate the impact of each variable on individual wealth.  

These models included both individual and combined factor regressions, with 

net worth as the dependent variable. Significance was determined using standard 

thresholds (e.g., p < 0.05). 

This quantitative approach enabled systematic exploration of individual and 

contextual factors most associated with billionaire wealth. Nevertheless, the study's 

limitations should be acknowledged: while the sample of 100 individuals is robust for 

case-level analysis, it may not fully generalize to broader populations.  

Moreover, some data gaps and estimation uncertainties—especially for less-

public aspects like early funding or informal networks—may affect precision. 
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Findings 
Education 

An analysis of the top 100 individuals from the Forbes 400 list reveals a strong 

correlation between educational attainment and extreme wealth in the United States 

(Forbes, 2023).  

Among this cohort, 82% hold at least an undergraduate degree, while only 18% 

did not complete higher education. This significantly exceeds the national average, 

where just 54% of adults possess a college degree (Nietzel, 2024), suggesting that 

postsecondary education is a critical factor in wealth creation at the highest levels. 

Furthermore, the educational background of this group indicates not only 

widespread university attendance but also a high concentration of advanced and elite 

education.  

Among those with at least a bachelor’s degree, 68% have either obtained a 

graduate degree (master’s or PhD) or earned their undergraduate qualification from an 

Ivy League institution—demonstrating the prominent role of elite and advanced 

education in reaching the uppermost echelons of wealth, as Figure 1 indicates. 

Figure 1 

Educational Background of the wealthiest self-made Americans 
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Notably, none of the individuals in the top 100 lack formal education entirely. 

This contrasts sharply with the general U.S. population, where 8.9% of adults over the 

age of 25 have not completed a high school diploma (United States Census Bureau, 

2022).  

The absence of individuals without formal education among the wealthiest 

Americans suggests that some baseline level of education is nearly universal at this tier 

of wealth, and that access to advanced educational opportunities may be a key enabler 

of extreme financial success. 

These findings reinforce the broader literature suggesting a positive relationship 

between education—particularly elite and advanced degrees—and long-term economic 

outcomes, especially in a modern economy increasingly driven by intellectual capital 

and innovation.  

The findings also provide important insights into the institutional backgrounds 

of the United States’ wealthiest individuals.  

Among the 56 members of the Forbes 400 top 100 who hold either a PhD, 

master’s degree, or a bachelor’s degree from an Ivy League university, exactly half—28 

individuals—attended either Harvard University, Stanford University, or Columbia 

University (Forbes, 2023).  

This figure underscores the disproportionate representation of these elite 

institutions among the most financially successful individuals in the country. These 

universities are among the most selective in the world, each with acceptance rates below 

5% and tuition fees that rank among the highest nationally.  

Their prominent role in shaping the educational trajectories of the ultra-wealthy 

suggests that beyond academic rigor, such institutions may serve as incubators for high-

impact innovation, elite professional networks, and entrepreneurial ventures. 

In several cases, interpersonal connections formed during time at these 

institutions proved pivotal. Several top earners met future co-founders and business 

partners during their studies at these universities, reinforcing the argument that elite 

academic environments do not merely provide education but also function as strategic 

platforms for long-term collaboration and business formation. 

The significant clustering of billionaires around a small number of highly 

selective institutions supports existing literature on the influence of institutional prestige 

in wealth accumulation and career advancement.  
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It suggests that the advantages conferred by attending such universities extend 

beyond the classroom, encompassing access to exclusive networks, capital, mentorship, 

and high-status signaling factors that may substantially increase the likelihood of 

achieving extraordinary financial success. 

 

Innovation 

A regression analysis examining the relationship between entrepreneurial 

activity and wealth among the 100 richest self-made Americans (Forbes, 2023) revealed 

a strong, statistically significant correlation. Specifically, the analysis considered only 

companies personally founded by the individuals, excluding acquisitions, as shown in 

Figure 2.  

The correlation coefficient (r) was 0.6234, indicating a moderate to strong 

positive relationship. The model’s R-squared value was 0.3887, meaning that 

approximately 38.87% of the variance in wealth could be explained by the number of 

companies an individual had founded. The analysis yielded a highly significant p-value 

of 3.33 x 10⁻¹², well below the conventional threshold of 0.05, confirming the 

robustness of the relationship. 

 

Figure 2 
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The coefficient estimate suggests that each additional company founded is 

associated with an average increase in wealth of approximately $16.934 billion. The 

95% confidence interval ranges from $12.699 billion to $21.169 billion.  

However, a high standard error of $36.9 billion indicates considerable variation, 

suggesting that while entrepreneurship is a key driver of wealth, other unmeasured 

factors also play a substantial role. 

A separate regression explored the relationship between patent ownership and 

wealth. Here, the correlation coefficient was 0.5500, with an R-squared value of 

0.3027—indicating that roughly 30.27% of wealth variance could be explained by the 

number of patents attributed to each individual or their companies. The p-value of 2.51 

x 10⁻⁹ demonstrated strong statistical significance. Yet, as with entrepreneurship, the 

standard error—$39.5 billion—points to the influence of other variables. 

These findings reveal sector-specific trends. In the technology sector, patents are 

notably influential. Entrepreneurs have thousands of patents associated with their 

companies, underscoring the role of continuous innovation in tech-based wealth 

creation. In contrast, in finance, individuals have built immense wealth with little or no 

patent activity, relying instead on strategic investment and market timing. 

A bar chart comparing entrepreneurial activity among the top 100 shows that 94 

individuals founded at least one company, while only six accumulated their wealth 

without doing so. This underscores that company formation—and by extension, risk-

taking and innovation—is a defining characteristic of extreme wealth in the U.S.  

However, the presence of both high and low outliers also suggests that 

entrepreneurship and innovation, while critical, operate alongside other influential 

factors such as capital access, market conditions, and strategic decision-making. 

 

Networks 

To quantify the relationship between personal networks and wealth among 

America’s wealthiest self-made individuals, a regression analysis was conducted using a 

five-point scale to evaluate everyone’s network strength.  

A score of 1 represented a low-profile network with minimal strategic 

connections, while a score of 5 reflected an extensive, high-profile network with access 

to influential individuals and institutions. 
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The analysis yielded a correlation coefficient (R) of 0.5218, indicating a 

moderate positive relationship between network strength and total wealth. The R-

squared value of 0.2723 suggests that approximately 27.23% of the variance in 

individual wealth can be explained by differences in network strength—highlighting the 

significant, though not exclusive, role of social capital in wealth generation. 

The p-value of 2.25 × 10⁻⁸ confirms the statistical significance of the results, 

well below the standard 0.05 threshold. This provides strong evidence that the observed 

correlation is unlikely to be due to random chance.  

However, the standard error of $40.34 billion indicates substantial variability in 

the data, suggesting that while strong networks are associated with higher wealth, they 

interact with numerous other factors that also contribute significantly to wealth 

accumulation. Networks can provide access to capital, strategic partnerships, 

mentorship, and privileged market information—each of which can enhance the 

likelihood of business success.  

Nevertheless, the moderate strength of the relationship and the high standard 

error underscore that networks, while influential, are not determinative on their own. 

Other factors such as education, innovation, timing, and financial acumen also play 

critical roles in determining wealth outcomes. 

 

Inheritance 

An analysis of the top 100 self-made individuals on the Forbes list reveals that 

only 11 received substantial financial support from friends or family to initiate their 

business ventures, while the remaining 89 accumulated wealth independently of 

significant familial capital.  

This distribution highlights the predominance of entrepreneurial capability, 

innovation, and strategic decision-making over inherited financial advantage in the 

wealth-building process. 

For the minority who did receive early funding, such support served primarily as 

a foundational resource rather than a determinant of long-term success. The substantial 

growth in their wealth suggests that early capital alone was insufficient; rather, their 

ability to secure further investment, capitalize on market opportunities, and drive 

innovation played a more decisive role. 
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These findings indicate that while initial funding can facilitate business entry, 

sustained wealth creation is more strongly associated with individual entrepreneurial 

competencies and the capacity to scale ventures through external investment and 

continuous innovation. 

 

Geographic Origins 

A linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the relationship between 

city population size and individual wealth among the top 100 self-made billionaires in 

the United States (Forbes, 2023).  

Everyone’s city of origin was matched with population data, ranging from large 

metropolitan areas like New York City (8.3 million) to small towns such as Mora, 

Missouri (approx. 400 inhabitants).  

The analysis yielded a statistically significant p-value of 0.0187 (p < 0.05), 

indicating a meaningful correlation between population size and wealth.  

The regression produced a positive population coefficient of $2,167, suggesting 

that each additional person in a city is associated with an average increase of $2,167 in 

individual wealth.  

Figure 3 

Size of cities observed 
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The 95% confidence interval (ranging from $369 to $3,964) further supports this 

positive association. The R-squared value of 0.0547 indicates that population size 

explains 5.47% of the variation in wealth—suggesting modest predictive power while 

underscoring the influence of other factors. 

As Figure 3 demonstrates, 60 of the top 100 billionaires originated from cities 

with populations over 500,000, despite there being only 37 such cities in the U.S. 

(United States Census Bureau, 2024). Furthermore, 35 individuals came from cities 

exceeding one million people, and 24 grew up in cities with more than three million. 

Notably, 15 of the top 100 came from New York City alone, with another 10 

from San Francisco or Los Angeles—collectively accounting for 25% of the group. 

These findings suggest that large urban centers offer enhanced access to high-quality 

education, networks, and venture capital—factors conducive to wealth creation. 

However, a substantial portion of individuals—40%—originated from cities 

with fewer than 500,000 people. Notably, 10% of the cohort grew up in towns with 

fewer than 20,000 inhabitants, demonstrating that while urban environments can 

facilitate success, they are not prerequisites for wealth accumulation.  

This aligns with the view that personal attributes such as ambition, innovation, 

and strategic acumen often outweigh geographic advantages. Geographic mobility and 

immigration also emerged as relevant factors. Among the 100 individuals, 16 are 

immigrants—a group comprising 16% of the list, exceeding their 13.9% share of the 

U.S. population (American Immigration Council, 2024).  

This overrepresentation suggests that despite systemic challenges, immigrants 

can achieve extraordinary financial success. Of these, 50% originated from Asia, 25% 

from Europe, with others from Eurasia, Africa, and North America. Russia, Taiwan, and 

Ukraine are the only countries appearing twice, indicating a global distribution among 

elite immigrant wealth-creators. 

Together, these findings suggest that while geographic context—particularly 

urbanization—has a measurable impact on wealth outcomes, it functions in conjunction 

with broader individual, institutional, and structural factors that ultimately shape 

pathways to extreme wealth. 
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Discussion 
 

This research has several limitations. The sample size of 100, while informative, 

is relatively small and limits generalizability. The ultra-wealthy may also differ 

significantly from upper-middle-class or merely wealthy individuals. Moreover, 

correlations found do not imply causation—unmeasured variables may influence 

results. Finally, other factors affecting wealth may have been omitted, potentially 

leaving the analysis incomplete. 

Education 

A strong convergence exists between findings and literature regarding education. 

Of the 100 individuals studied, 82% hold a college degree—mirroring the 2015 

UBS/PwC report and highlighting education’s key role in wealth creation.  

Wai (2014) supports this, noting 42.6% of self-made U.S. billionaires attended 

elite universities. The high representation of graduates from institutions like Harvard 

and Stanford further reinforces the significance of elite education. 

Innovation 

Both literature and findings emphasize innovation and entrepreneurship as key 

wealth drivers. Government support and innovation-friendly environments are crucial.  

The findings show strong correlations between patents, company formation, and wealth, 

especially in the tech sector—confirming innovation's central role. Some critics argue 

billionaires gain wealth through political means or unremarkable startups (Petras, 2008; 

Shane, 2009).  

However, findings indicate otherwise—innovation had the lowest P-value in the 

model, highlighting its statistical significance. Numerous case studies support the 

transformative role of innovation. 

Networks 

There is strong agreement between literature and findings on the importance of 

networks. Access to mentors, resources, and business partners—often formed during 

college—is vital. Many billionaires, including Gates, Zuckerberg, and Page, began 

ventures with college contacts.  
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While family networks offer advantages, the majority came from middle-class 

backgrounds, indicating that early network access, while helpful, is not essential. 

Although literature stresses early family networks as crucial (Bernardi et al., 2018), 

findings show most billionaires did not benefit from such support. Instead, networks 

built during adulthood, especially in educational settings, proved more instrumental. 

Inheritance 

Findings and literature both suggest inheritance is not a dominant factor in 

wealth creation. Most billionaires received external investment rather than family 

funding.  

Initial funding can help launch a business but is not essential. Data from 

Korhonen (2023b) and study findings also align in showing that wealth is concentrated 

in urban centers, supporting literature on the role of location in wealth accumulation 

(Sassen, 2005).  

Geographic Origins   

While literature emphasizes urbanization’s benefits (Bloom et al., 2008), 10% of 

subjects originated from towns under 20,000, showing wealth can be built outside major 

cities. Innovation hubs like Silicon Valley play a role, but they are not the only paths to 

success. 

Literature suggests immigrants face obstacles in wealth accumulation (Painter & 

Qian, 2016), yet findings show they are overrepresented among the top 100. Immigrants 

make up 13.6% of the U.S. population but 16% of the list, suggesting entrepreneurial 

drive can overcome barriers. 
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Figure 4: 

Factors predicting billionaire wealth accumulation 

 
The null hypothesis stated no significant relationship between wealth and the 

investigated labor market factors. However, findings consistently support the alternative 

hypothesis, as demonstrated in Figure 4: 

 

1. Education: 82% hold college degrees versus 54% nationally; elite institutions 

dominate. 

2. Innovation: Strongest correlation; extremely low P-value and patent data affirm 

its importance. 

3. Networks: Moderate positive correlation; key in accessing resources and 

opportunities. 

4. Inheritance: Only 11% received significant family funding; low R² (0.2014) 

supports minimal influence. 

5. Geographic Origins: 60% come from cities over 500,000; P-value of 0.0187 

confirms significance. 
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The findings strongly support the alternative hypothesis. While factors like 

geographic origins and inheritance offer advantages, education, innovation, and network 

quality appear to be more significant in wealth accumulation.  

Conclusion 

This study explored factors associated with the wealth accumulation of the 100 

richest self-made billionaires in the United States. The analysis found strong support for 

the idea that specific individual and contextual factors—particularly education, 

innovation, and networks—play a substantial role in wealth creation.  

While geographic location and initial capital may offer advantages, they appear 

to be less decisive than previously assumed. Notably, inheritance had only a minor 

statistical influence, suggesting that self-made wealth today is more closely tied to 

entrepreneurial ability and strategic resource mobilization than to family background. 

The results show significant alignment with existing literature in areas such as 

the impact of elite education and the importance of networks formed during early 

adulthood. However, the study also revealed important divergences, particularly in the 

areas of immigration and geographic origins.  

These findings suggest that conventional assumptions about the limitations faced 

by immigrants and individuals from non-urban areas may need to be reevaluated 

considering new entrepreneurial pathways and digital connectivity. 

Despite its insights, this research is not without limitations. The relatively small 

and elite sample size may not reflect broader trends in wealth mobility or economic 

opportunity. Furthermore, while correlations were found between key variables and 

wealth, causality cannot be definitively established due to the study’s observational 

nature. 

Future research should expand the sample to include a more diverse set of 

wealthy individuals, including those from different countries and socioeconomic 

backgrounds.  

Longitudinal studies could also help determine how wealth-building trajectories 

evolve over time and what role macroeconomic factors or policy environments play in 

enabling or constraining success. Additionally, further investigation into how digital 

platforms, emerging industries, and shifting social norms influence modern wealth 

accumulation would enrich this growing field. 
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Note: Parts of this manuscript have been reworded and enhanced for readability using 

AI-assisted tools (e.g., ChatGPT.com). The authors have reviewed and approved the 

final content to ensure accuracy and compliance with ethical standards.  
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