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Abstract 
 

It turns out that like the rest of us, billionaires experience wealth inequality. (Individuals 
who top the Forbes billionaire list are far richer than those at the bottom of the list.) 
InWeUeVWingl\, WhiV billionaiUe ZealWh concenWUaWion flXcWXaWeV oYeU Wime « in WighW 
correlation with the movement of the stock market. Why? A plausible reason ² explored 
here ² is that stock indexes like the S&P 500 are unwitting indicators of corporate 
concentration. And corporate concentration, in turn, seems to drive the concentration of 
individual wealth. 

 
 
Studying the rich 
 
TheUe¶V an old joke WhaW economicV iV Woo imSoUWanW Wo be lefW Wo economiVWV. In Whe Vame Yein, I Whink 
rich people are too important to be left to the self-help industry. 
 
Yes, the popular appeal of you-can-get-rich-Woo bookV iV obYioXV. BXW ZhaW¶V noW obYioXV iV Zh\ Vo feZ 
social scientists study wealth. Clearly, the public thirsts for serious inquiries about the rich. (Thomas 
PikeWW\¶V 2014 opus on inequality was a bestseller.) But for the most part, social scientists are content 
Wo focXV on µSoYeUW\¶ and leW Whe Velf-helS gXUXV Za[ aboXW µZealWh¶. 
 
The irony, in my view, is that poverty and wealth are two sides of the same coin. Concentrated wealth 
begets concentrated poverty. Still, there is an asymmetry between the two extremes. As a rule, poor 
people have little power, which means they cannot be blamed for their own poverty. But almost by 
definition, the rich wield power to their own benefit, which means they create the conditions of their 
oZn oSXlence « and eYeU\one elVe¶V miVeU\. 
 
Given their power over society, I find myself on a research kick studying rich people (Fix, 2023a, 2023b, 
2023c; Fix & Cochrane, 2023). This article concludes the binge with a look at what drives wealth 
concenWUaWion among Whe UicheVW AmeUicanV. I find WhaW WheUe¶V a VWUaighW line beWZeen ZealWh 
concenWUaWion, coUSoUaWe conVolidaWion, and Whe VWUaWeg\ of µbX\ing, noW bXilding¶. In VhoUW, Peter Thiel 
iV coUUecW Zhen he Va\V WhaW ³comSeWiWion iV foU loVeUV´ (2014). 
 
 
A neoliberal experiment 
 
Speaking of competition and losers, Ronald Reagan set the tone of the neoliberal era when, in 1981, 
he fired 11,000 striking air-traffic controllers (Houlihan, 2021). The message? Workers were losers 
Zho ZoXld be VXbjecWed Wo Whe diVciSline of comSeWiWion. Reagan called iW µmoUning in AmeUica¶. BXW 
Ueall\, iW ZaV µmoUning foU AmeUican big bXVineVV¶. 
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Today, we are well into the next-da\¶V hangoYeU, and Ze knoZ hoZ Whe SaUW\ Sla\ed oXW. FoU ZoUkeUV, 
iW ZaV a diVaVWeU. BXW foU Whe Uich, iW ZaV an incUedible boon. WealWh didn¶W WUickle doZn Vo mXch aV iW 
got catapulted up. The result, as Figure 1A shows, was a relentless rise in the concentration of 
American wealth. 
 
Figure 1: A neoliberal experiment ² rising wealth concentration among Americans, and American elites. 
The top panel shows the Gini index of wealth concentration among all Americans. The bottom panel shows the 
concentration of wealth among the 400 richest Americans. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 
 

 
 
Interestingly, as wealth got catapulted from the poor to the rich, it also got transported from the mega 
Uich Wo Whe VXSUemel\ Uich. ThiV iV Whe VWoU\ Wold b\ FigXUe 1B. HeUe, I¶Ye focXVed on Whe UicheVW 
Americans ² the folks who grace the Forbes 400 list. Even here, among the upper crust of elites, 
wealth has grown more concentrated. Why? 
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AV \oX¶ll Vee, Whe cXlSUiW VeemV Wo be Whe VWock maUkeW. BXW befoUe Ze inWeUUogaWe oXU VXVSecW, leW¶V 
have a quick look at the brethren of the American rich ² the globetrotting, jet-fuel belching species 
oWheUZiVe knoZn aV EaUWh¶V billionaiUeV. 
 
 
A billionaire hammer 
 
The\ Va\ WhaW Zhen \oX¶Ye goW a hammeU, eYeU\Whing lookV like a nail. LaWel\ m\ hammeU haV been 
data from Forbes. 
 
Backing XS a biW, Whe UeaVon I¶m holding a FoUbeV hammeU iV WhaW Vince laWe 2021, I¶Ye been VcUaSing 
FoUbeV¶ global billionaire data. The endeavor started with an email from my colleague DT Cochrane, 
Zho SoinWed oXW Whe YalXe of haYing a dail\ VnaSVhoW of billionaiUeV¶ ZealWh. I concXUUed, and VeW Vome 
billionaire-scraping code in motion. The result is that today, I have just over two \eaUV¶ ZoUWh of daily 
daWa aboXW Whe ZealWh of Whe ZoUld¶V billionaiUeV. 
 
Billionaires. The word itself evokes a kind of class coherence. But the reality is that billionaires are a 
deceSWiYel\ XneTXal gUoXS. FoU e[amSle, Whe ZoUld¶V billionaiUeV haYe a median ZealWh of aboXW $2.4 
billion. And to most people, that seems like a tremendous fortune. But compared to the $240B wealth 
of Whe ZoUld¶V UicheVW man, Elon MXVk, $2.4B iV chXmS change. RecenWl\, MXVk VSenW 16 WimeV moUe 
than that just to buy a social-media company and set it in fire. 
 
The message is that billionaire wealth is both spectacularly large and spectacularly concentrated. And 
as it turns out, this concentration varies with a coherent pattern. Figure 2 shows the picture over the 
last two years. Something is driving billionaire wealth concentration up and down. What could it be? 
 
 
FLJXUH 2: WHaOWK FRQFHQWUaWLRQ aPRQJ WKH ZRUOG¶V bLOOLRQaLUHV. 
The blXe cXUYe VhoZV Whe Gini inde[ of ZealWh concenWUaWion among Whe ZoUld¶V billionaiUeV, meaVXUed dail\ Vince 
late 2021. Data is from the Forbes real-time billionaires list. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
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The stock market confesses 
 
The physicist Richard Feynman claimed to dislike reading scientific papers because, as his biographer 
JameV Gleick SXW iW, ³eYeU\ aUUiYing SaSeU ZaV like a deWecWiYe noYel ZiWh Whe laVW chaSWeU SUinWed fiUVW.´1 
The format, Feynman complained, spoiled the fun of doing detective work. 
 
WiWh aSologieV Wo deWecWiYeV like Fe\nman, I¶m aboXW Wo VSoil Whe fXn. When iW comeV Wo ZealWh 
concentration among billionaires, the main driver appears to be the stock market. 
 
To be fair, the culprit was fairly obvious. Almost without exception, the richest individuals have their 
fortunes invested in corporate property rights ² rights which are traded on the stock market.2 So if we 
want to understand inequality in these investments, the stock market is the primary suspect. Still, you 
might be surprised by the detail of its testimony. In Figure 3, I bring the stock market in for questioning. 
µWhaW dUiYeV billionaiUe ZealWh concenWUaWion?¶ I aVk. The VWock maUkeW VTXealV, µI do! I do!¶ 
 
 
Figure 3: The stock market confesses ² billionaire wealth concentration moves with the S&P 500. 
The blXe cXUYe VhoZV Whe Gini inde[ of ZealWh ineTXaliW\ among Whe ZoUld¶V billionaiUeV. The Ued cXUYe VhoZV Whe 
movement of the S&P 500 ² a popular index of US corporate stocks. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 
 

 
  

 
1 CommenWing on Fe\nman¶V diVWaVWe foU Whe Za\ VcienWific SaSeUV aUe oUgani]ed, JameV Gleick ZUiWeV: 

« [Fe\nman] coXld noW beaU Wo ViW doZn ZiWh Whe joXUnalV oU SUeSUinWV WhaW aUUiYed dail\ on hiV deVk and Siled XS 
on his shelves and merely read them. Every arriving paper was like a detective novel with the last chapter printed 
first. He wanted to read just enough to understand the problem; then he wanted to solve it his own way (Gleick, 
1993). 

2 True, some billionaires own private companies, so their investments are not traded on the stock market. But 
even then, Forbes looks to the stock market to capitalize the value of private property. (To guess the value of 
private businesses, Forbes takes their profit/sales and capitalizes it using the average discount rate found in the 
market.) 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue107/whole107.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386


real-world economics review, issue no. 107 
subscribe for free 

 

 44 

A longer track record 
 
Looking aW Whe confeVVion in FigXUe 3, Whe deWecWiYe in me ZoUUieV WhaW iW¶V Woo good Wo be WUXe. SeUioXVl\, 
the fit between the S&P 500 and billionaire wealth concentration is so tight that it makes me fret that 
I¶Ye flXbbed Whe anal\ViV. FoUWXnaWel\, oXU VXVSecW haV giYen oWheU confeVVionV. 
 
Turning to the United States, we find a similar connection between elite wealth concentration and the 
movement of the stock market. Figure 4 shows the record. The blue curve plots the level of wealth 
concentration among the Forbes 400. The red curve plots the rise of the S&P 500, measured relative 
Wo US GDP SeU caSiWa. Again, iW¶V a comSelling WeVWimon\. EliWe ZealWh concenWUaWion VeemV Wo be dUiYen 
by the stock market. 
 
 
Figure 4: A longer track record ² the S&P 500 predicts changes in wealth concentration among the 
Forbes 400. 
The blue curve plots the Gini index of wealth concentration among the Forbes 400. The red curve plots the rise of 
the S&P 500, measured relative to US nominal GDP per capita. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 

 
 
 
Within the confession, a (math) puzzle 
 
At WhiV SoinW, iW¶V WemSWing Wo cloVe Whe caVe. When TXeVWioned aboXW eliWe ZealWh concenWUaWion, Whe 
stock market confessed to the crime. And yet, if we think more deeply about the testimony, we find 
that it comes with a puzzle. 
 
The mystery starts when we realize that the stock market is not one thing. It is many things ² many 
coUSoUaWe VWockV WhaW each haYe a mind of WheiU oZn. NoZ, Zhen Ze look aW Whe S&P 500, Ze¶Ue 
measuring the average movement of these stocks. Fine. But the thing about averages is that they 
typically tell us nothing about measures of spread. Yet elite wealth concentration is definitely a measure 
of spread. 
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And so we have a mathematical puzzle. The stock-maUkeW aYeUage VeemV Wo µknoZ¶ aboXW VomeWhing 
WhaW iW VhoXldn¶W. Wh\? 
 
 
Growth through inequality 
 
To unwrap our stock-market puzzle, we need to review some math. In general, measures of spread 
are unrelated to measures of central tendency.3 There is, however, an exception. It happens when 
growth is driven by inequality. 
 
To illXVWUaWe WhiV e[ceSWion, Ze¶ll WXUn Wo a VimSle WhoXghW e[SeUimenW. Imagine WZo SeoSle, Alice and 
Bob, who both have $1 in their pocket. Over time, we hand out money to the pair, thereby increasing 
their pool of wealth. But the catch is that we give the money exclusively to Bob. 
 
Table 1 VhoZV hoZ WheVe handoXWV affecW Alice and Bob¶V aYeUage ZealWh, along ZiWh WheiU ZealWh 
concenWUaWion. AV Ze hand mone\ Wo Bob, Alice and Bob¶V aYeUage ZealWh gUoZV. BXW WhiV aYeUage iV 
driven not by shared prosperity, but by rising inequality. Importantly, in this situation of one-sided 
handouts, the wealth average becomes an (unwitting) indicator of the level of wealth spread. 
 
 
Table 1: Growth through inequality 
 

Year AOLFH¶V ZHaOWK BRb¶V ZHaOWK Average wealth Wealth concentration (Gini index) 

1 $1 $1 $1 0.00 

2 $1 $3 $2 0.50 

3 $1 $9 $5 0.80 

 
Note: To meaVXUe ZealWh concenWUaWion, I¶Ye XVed Whe VamSle-size adjusted Gini index. For details, see Deltas 
(2003). 
 
 
Putting on our detective hats, it seems likely that similar behavior ² ZhaW I¶m calling µgUoZWh WhUoXgh 
ineTXaliW\¶ ² explains our stock-maUkeW UeVXlWV. We¶Ye foXnd WhaW Whe S&P 500 inde[ (an aYeUage) iV 
connected to levels of elite wealth concentration (a form of spread). But this connection only makes 
sense if the S&P 500 is an (unwitting) indicator of stock-market inequality. 
 
So with inequality in mind, we need to peer inside the S&P 500 to see how it gets made. 

 
3 To be more technical, measures of central tendency are typically unrelated to scale-independent measures of 
spread. For example, the standard deviation is a common, scale-dependent measure of spread which is related 
to the mean. But the coefficient of variation (the standard deviation divided by the mean) is not related to central 
tendency because it is scale independent. 

The Gini index is a good example of a scale-indeSendenW meaVXUe of VSUead. If \oX mXlWiSl\ eYeU\one¶V ZealWh b\ 
a conVWanW facWoU, iW Zon¶W affecW Whe Gini inde[. ThiV iV b\ deVign. BXW foU ZhaW iW¶V ZoUWh, Vome SeoSle Whink WhiV 
design feature is a bug. For example, anthropologist Jason Hickel (2019) argues that we should use measures of 
inequality that are sensitive to absolute differences in income/wealth. I disagree, for reasons discussed in Fix 
(2020). 
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Inside the S&P 500 
 
In simple terms, the S&P 500 tracks the total market capitalization of the 500 largest US firms. For the 
math averse, you can take this fact and skip to Figure 5. But for the equation lovers, here are the 
details. 
 
The S&P 500 tracks the average stock price of five hundred of the largest US companies.4 Importantly, 
S&P weights Whe aYeUage accoUding Wo each comSan\¶V Vi]e, meaVXUed in WeUmV of oXWVWanding VhaUeV. 
HeUe¶V Whe maWh. LeW 𝑃 be the stock price of company ݅. And let 𝑄 be the number of outstanding shares 
in this company. Summing over all 500 companies, the S&P 500 is then: 
 

SP500 ∝𝑃


ൈ 𝑄 

 
Importantly, when we multiply stock price 𝑃 by the number of shares 𝑄, Ze aUe calcXlaWing a comSan\¶V 
market capitalization, 𝐾. So in simplified terms, the S&P 500 sums the market capitalization of the 500 
largest US firms: 
 

SP500 ∝𝐾


 

 
BackWUacking VlighWl\, noWe WhaW I¶Ye XVed Whe µ∝¶ V\mbol (Zhich VWandV foU µSUoSoUWional Wo¶) in Whe 
foUmXlaV aboYe. I¶Ye XVed iW becaXVe I¶m e[clXding Vome adjXVWmenWV WhaW go inWo calcXlaWing Whe acWXal 
S&P 500 inde[. Since WheVe adjXVWmenWV don¶W affecW m\ aUgXmenW, I¶m going Wo ignoUe Whem.5 
 
Forging ahead, our equations indicate that the S&P 500 is proportional to the total market capitalization 
of the 500 largest US companies. On that front, the empirical evidence suggests the same thing, as 
shown in Figure 5.6 
 
 
  

 
4 InWeUeVWingl\, Whe VelecWion of S&P 500 comSanieV iVn¶W done VimSl\ b\ Uanking maUkeW caS and Waking Whe WoS 
500 companies. Instead, S&P has a committee (whose membership is kept secret) that makes arbitrary changes 
to the list, swapping firms at their discretion (De Silva, 2019). So why the committee approach? Perhaps because 
it makes S&P brass feel important, and justifies their (presumably) fat pay checks. 

5 There are two major adjustments that go into making the S&P 500 index. First, changes in the index composition 
are not allowed to affect the index itself. So if Company A gets added to the S&P 500 and Company B gets 
UemoYed, Whe VZaS can¶W change Whe UeVXlting index. 

Second, the S&P 500 is not affected by the issuance of new stocks. So if Apple increases its market cap by selling 
moUe VhaUeV, Whe change Zon¶W affecW Whe S&P 500. FoU moUe deWailV aboXW WheVe adjXVWmenWV, Vee Sage 7 of S&P 
Dow Jones (2024). 

6 More equations for the math oriented; the S&P 500 index scales with market cap according to a power law. Let 
𝐾ହ be the total capitalization of the 500 largest US firms. The S&P 500 index (from 1950 onward) is then defined 
by the following equation: 𝑆𝑃500 ൌ 5 ⋅ ሺ𝐾ହሻ.଼ସ. The existence of this power-law scaling is due to the adjustments 
that go into calculating the S&P 500. 
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Figure 5: The S&P 500 is an adjusted index of market capitalization. 
The blue curve shows the S&P 500. The red curve plots the total market capitalization of the 500 largest publicly-
traded US firms, ranked by market cap. To a first approximation, the two curves are identical, meaning the S&P 
500 is an adjusted index of capitalization. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 

 
 
 
The UeaVon I¶m boWheUing ZiWh WhiV VWock-index math is that I want to look at the components of the 
S&P 500. We now understand that these components are basically the market capitalization of the 
500 laUgeVW US fiUmV. LeW¶V XVe WhiV knoZledge Wo SeeU inVide Whe S&P VaXVage. 
 
Figure 6 shows a different view of the S&P 500. Rather than summing the market capitalization of our 
WoS 500 fiUmV, I¶Ye SloWWed Whe maUkeW-cap values for each fiUm. Then I¶Ye connecWed Whe YalXeV ZiWh a 
pretty rainbow that shows the evolving composition of the S&P 500 index. Besides being nice eye 
candy, this market-cap rainbow (presumably) holds the key to understanding why the S&P 500 relates 
to elite wealth concentration. 
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Figure 6: Inside the S&P 500. 
This figure shows the (approximate) components of the S&P 500 ² the market capitalization of the 500 largest 
US corporations. Each colored line tracks a specific capitalization rank (not a specific corporation). Note that the 
vertical axis uses a log scale. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 

 
 
 
Growth through corporate concentration 
 
HaYing diVVecWed Whe S&P 500, Ze¶Ue Uead\ Wo UeWXUn Wo oXU oUiginal TXeVWion: Zh\ doeV a VWock-market 
average tells us about a measure of elite wealth spread? The answer, it turns out, is that what appears 
as stock-maUkeW µgUoZWh¶ iV in SaUW, an aUWifacW of UiVing VWock-market concentration. 
 
HeUe¶V hoZ iW ZoUkV. ReWXUning Wo oXU Alice-and-Bob thought experiment, we were able to increase 
Alice and Bob¶V aYeUage ZealWh b\ handing mone\ Volel\ Wo Bob. BXW WhiV UiVing aYeUage didn¶W indicaWe 
shared prosperity. It was an artifact of the rich getting richer. 
 
Turning to the stock market, the situation is similar. Except that Alice and Bob are not people, they are 
firms. The Bob-like firms are giant companies like Apple, Microsoft, Google and Amazon ² four 
corporations that have a combined market capitalization of about $5.9 trillion. The Alice-like firms are 
the smaller companies on the S&P 500. 
 
WhaW¶V imSoUWanW iV WhaW collecWiYel\, oXU foXU Bob-like firms account for about a sixth of the value of the 
enWiUe S&P 500. So if WheiU VWock UiVeV, iW Zill bXo\ Whe Zhole S&P 500 inde[. BXW WhiV bXo\anc\ iVn¶W 
Ueall\ µgUoZWh¶; iW¶V an aUWifacW of coUSoUaWe concenWUaWion ² rich firms getting richer. 
 
In more general terms, when we look at the rise of the S&P 500 index, we find that it is connected to 
leYelV of coUSoUaWe concenWUaWion. FigXUe 7 makeV Whe caVe. In FigXUe 7A, I¶Ye SloWWed a meaVXUe of 
corporate concentration ² the Gini index of market capitalization among the 500 largest US firms. 
When this Gini index grows, it signals that corporate wealth is being concentrated in the hands of the 
richest firms. Looking at Figure 7B, we see that this corporate concentration is tied to the movement 
of the S&P 500 (measured relative to US GDP per capita). 
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Figure 7: Stock-market growth through inequality. 
Panel A plots the level of wealth concentration among the 500 largest publicly traded US firms ² the Gini index 
of market capitalization. Panel B shows the movement of the S&P 500 relative to US nominal GDP per capita. 
The correlation between the two curves (R2 = 0.42) suggest that the movement of the S&P 500 is driven in part 
by market concentration ² rich firms getting richer. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 

 
 
 
So in FigXUe 7, Ze¶Ye goW eYidence WhaW Whe S&P 500 iV an XnZiWWing indicaWoU of US coUSoUaWe 
concenWUaWion. And iW¶V noW becaXVe S&P anal\VWV WUied Wo make WhaW haSSen. (The\ didn¶W.) IW¶V becaXVe 
historically, an important part of (apparent) stock-market growth is simply the richest firms getting 
richer. 
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To the owners go the spoils 
 
So what happens as rich firms get richer? Well, the rich owners of these firms also get richer. 
 
Today, for example, the richest firms are companies like Amazon, Google and Microsoft. 
Unsurprisingly, the individuals who own these firms ² Jeff Bezos, Larry Page, Bill Gates and Sergey 
Brin ² aUe conViVWenWl\ among Whe ZoUld¶V UicheVW SeoSle. BUinging d\namics into the fold, as these 
big-tech companies consolidate their holdings, we expect that this consolidation will concentrate wealth 
in the hands of big-tech owners. In other words, the concentration of corporate wealth should beget 
the concentration of individual wealth. 
 
So does it? At least in the United States, the answers seems to be yes. Figure 8 makes the case. 
Looking at the richest firms and the richest individuals, we find that the concentration of corporate 
wealth (horizontal axis) strongly predicts the concentration of individual wealth (vertical axis). To the 
richest owners go the spoils of oligopoly. 
 
 
Figure 8: The concentration of corporate wealth begets the concentration of individual wealth. 
The horizontal axis plots a measure of corporate consolidation ² the Gini index of market-cap concentration 
among the 500 largest publicly-traded US firms. The vertical axis plots a measure individual wealth concentration 
² the wealth Gini index among the Forbes 400. Evidently elite inequality has been driven in large part by corporate 
consolidation. (For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 

 
 
 
Concentration through acquisition 
 
AW WhiV SoinW Ze¶Ye goW Vome faiUl\ incendiaU\ eYidence. The µcUime¶ of eliWe ZealWh concenWUaWion VeemV 
Wo be Wied diUecWl\ Wo coUSoUaWe oligaUch\. BXW befoUe Ze SXW Whe caVe Wo UeVW, leW¶V conVideU Whe WeVWimon\ 
of Whe defenVe¶V e[SeUW ZiWneVVeV. I¶m Walking, of course, about neoclassical economists. 
 
Ostensibly, neoclassical economists love competitive markets and hate monopoly. But beginning in 
the 1980s, a weird thing happened; economists at the University of Chicago started to argue that 
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deVSiWe lacking comSeWiWion, monoSolieV coXld VWill be µefficienW¶ (Bork, 1978). Their reasoning was that 
if monopolists actually behaved badly, they would be undercut by competitors, and their monopoly 
would be undone. Therefore, if a monopoly exists, it must be because the monopolist is doing what 
the market wants. 
 
NoZ Whe logic heUe iV WoUWXUoXV. We¶Ue SoViWing imaginary competition to justify a lack of real-world 
competition. But then again, neoclassical economists have never let the real world get in the way of 
their imaginations. And in this case, the goal of the imaginary theorizing was always obvious: it was 
designed get government out of the way and allow big corporations to purchase their way to power. 
Backing up a bit, politicians are rarely incensed when a big corporation builds more factories. So in 
that sense, the government is not opposed to big companies getting bigger. But from a corporate 
vantage point, factory building is a less-than-ideal route to bigness. The problem is simple: if everyone 
bXildV moUe facWoUieV, iW leadV Wo µfUee UXn of SUodXcWion¶ Zhich When collaSVeV SUofiWV (Veblen, 1923). 
So savvy corporations are always looking for a better route to power. And that better route is to buy 
instead of build. 
 
The buy-not-build tactic is hardly rocket science. As Jonathan Nitzan and Shimshon Bichler (2009) 
observe, when you buy your competitor, you solve two problems at once: you accumulate power and 
reduce your competition. The difficulty, though, is that this buy-not-build tactic has the appearance of 
being a blaWanW SoZeU gUab. So WheUe¶V Whe UiVk WhaW an enWUeSUeneXUial goYeUnmenW mighW geW in Whe 
way. 
 
ThaW¶V ZheUe Chicago-school theorists come in. Starting in the 1980s, they successfully preached an 
ideology that got the government out of the way. The net result is the modern corporate landscape, 
forged in large part by a string of government-approved corporate acquisitions. 
 
Tech monopolist Google has been a prime benefactor of this buy-not-build tactic. As Cory Doctorow 
noWeV, ³Google didn¶W invent its way to glory ² it bought iWV Za\ WheUe.´ He conWinXeV: 
 

Google¶V VXcceVV VWoUieV (iWV ad-tech stack, its mobile platform, its collaborative office 
suite, its server-managemenW Wech, iWV Yideo SlaWfoUm «) aUe all acTXiViWionV. 
(Doctorow, 2022) 

 
The Vame VWUaWeg\ holdV foU moVW of Woda\¶V coUSoUaWe oligaUchieV. TheiU WenWacleV haYe laUgel\ been 
bought, not built. On WhiV fUonW, Whe nXmbeUV don¶W lie: Whe conVolidaWed coUSoUaWe landVcaSe of Whe 21VW 
century was forged by a massive, neoliberal wave of mergers and acquisitions. 
 
LeW¶V haYe a look aW Whe WVXnami. 
 
To TXanWif\ Whe Vcale of meUgeUV and acTXiViWionV, Ze¶ll WXUn Wo an inde[ called Whe buy-to-build ratio. 
As the name suggests, the buy-to-build ratio measures the corporate proclivity for buying other 
companies instead of building new capacity. Created by Jonathan Nitzan and Shimshon Bichler (and 
first published in 2001), the buy-to-build ratio takes the value of corporate mergers and acquisitions 
and divides them by the value of greenfield investments. The greater this buy-to-build ratio, the more 
that corporations are buying (and not building) their way to power. 
 
AV I¶Ye allXded, Whe neolibeUal eUa VaZ a maVViYe ZaYe of coUSoUaWe meUgeUV and acTXiViWionV. AV a 
result, from 1980 to 2000, the US buy-to-build ratio jumped nearly tenfold. And guess what 
accomSanied WhiV acTXiViWion ZaYe. ThaW¶V UighW « a VhaUS UiVe in corporate concentration. 
 

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue107/whole107.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386


real-world economics review, issue no. 107 
subscribe for free 

 

 52 

Figure 9 shows the connection. As the US buy-to-build ratio increased (horizontal axis), so did the 
market-cap concentration among the largest US firms (vertical axis). The lesson is clear: over the last 
forty years, big corporations have been buying their way to consolidated power. 
 
 
Figure 9: US corporate concentration has been fueled by mergers and acquisitions. 
This figure compares the market-cap concentration of the 500 largest US firms (vertical axis) to the US buy-to-
build ratio (horizontal axis). The buy-to-build ratio measures the value of corporate mergers and acquisitions 
relative to greenfield investments. (I¶Ye XVed bX\-to-build estimates from Joseph Francis, 2013). The correlation 
shown here suggests that the neoliberal wave of corporate concentration was fueled by a corporate buying spree. 
(For more details, see the Appendix.) 
 

 
 
 
Competition is for losers 
 
One of the (few) nice things about living in an era of concentrated corporate power is that modern 
plutocrats are brash enough to speak plainly about their ambitions. Forget the arcane language wielded 
by Chicago-Vchool economiVWV. Toda\¶V SlXWeV ² men like Peter Thiel ² say the quiet part out loud. 
If \oX ZanW Wo ³caSWXUe laVWing YalXe´, Thiel SUoclaimV, ³look Wo bXild a monoSol\´. OU in manWUa foUm, 
³competition is for losers´ (Thiel, 2014). 
 
John D. Rockefeller would be proud. 
 
Speaking of Rockefeller, he was one of the principle funders of the University of Chicago (Collier & 
Horowitz, 1976). IUonic, iVn¶W iW? RockefelleU, like Thiel, VSoke oSenl\ aboXW hiV SXUVXiW of SoZeU and 
SeUVonal enUichmenW. So if, dXUing RockefelleU¶V life, Vomeone had connecWed eliWe ZealWh 
concenWUaWion Wo coUSoUaWe conVolidaWion, Whe UeacWion ZoXld haYe been ³Well, WhaW¶V obYioXV.´ 
 
Fast forward to the 1980s and the connection became not-so obvious, at least to economists. And 
WhaW¶V WhankV in laUge SaUW Wo RockefelleU¶V Chicago-school investment, which pumped out decades 
worth of pro-oligarch propaganda. 
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Toda\, Ze¶Ye come fXll ciUcle. BillionaiUeV like PeWeU Thiel aUe Vo hXbUiVWic WhaW Whe\ VSeak bUa]enl\ 
about their pursuit of power, laying bare their inner robber baron. The upshot to this plute bravado is 
that few people will be surprised by the straight line that connects corporate oligarchy with the 
concentration of elite wealth. 
 
 
Sources and Methods 
 
Data and code for this article are available at the Open Science Framework: https://osf.io/6ybc3/ 
 
US distribution of wealth 
In Figure 1, I calculated the US wealth Gini index using data from the World Inequality Database. 
Wealth threshold data is from series thwealj992. Wealth share data is from series shwealj992. 
 
Forbes data 
I scraped historic Forbes 400 data from many corners of the internet. For notes about the specific 
sources, see Fix (2023b). Data for global billionaire wealth is from the Forbes real-time billionaire list. 
I¶Ye been keeSing a dail\ aUchiYe of Whe liVW Vince OcWobeU 2021. 
 
S&P 500 
Data for the S&P 500 is from two sources. For Figure 3, I downloaded the daily data using the R 
package tidyquant, series ^GSPC. The long-term S&P 500 data plotted in Figure 4 is from Robert 
Shiller, available at http://www.econ.yale.edu/~shiller/data.htm. 
 
US nominal GDP per capita 
Data for US nominal GDP is from: 

� 1983±2021: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Table 1.1.5 
� 2021±2023: quarterly GDP per capita data from FRED, series A939RC0Q052SBEA. 

Data for US population is from: 
� 1983±2021: World Bank, series SP.POP.TOTL 

 
Market capitalization 
Data for the market cap of the largest US companies (Figure 5) is from Compustat. To calculate each 
comSan\¶V maUkeW caS, I Wook Whe nXmbeU of VhaUeV oXWVWanding (VeUieV cVho) and mXlWiSlied iW b\ Whe 
annual closing share price (series prcc_c). 
 
Buy-to-build ratio 
The buy-to-build ratio is calculated by taking the value of corporate mergers and acquisitions and 
diYiding iW b\ Whe YalXe of gUoVV fi[ed caSiWal foUmaWion (Zhich iV a UoXgh meaVXUemenW of µgUeenfield¶ 
investment). Compiling the requisite historical data for this calculation is no small task. The main 
hXUdle, aV JonaWhan NiW]an noWeV, iV WhaW ³WheUe aUe no V\VWemaWic hiVWoUical Wime VeUieV foU meUgeUV 
and acTXiViWionV´ (2001). So any estimate must piece together a hodgepodge of different sources. 
In WhiV aUWicle, I¶Ye XVed JoVeSh FUanciV¶ (2013) estimates for the US buy-to-build ratio. The data is 
available here: http://joefrancis.info/databases/Francis_buy_to_build.xlsx. IW¶V alVo ZoUWh Ueading 
BichleU and NiW]an¶V commenWV on FUanciV¶ calcXlaWion (Bichler & Nitzan, 2013). 
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Speaking of wealth and poverty 
 
IW WXUnV oXW WhaW Vocial VcienWiVWV (aW leaVW WhoVe Zho ZUiWe in EngliVh) haYen¶W alZa\V SUioUiWi]ed VWXd\ing 
µSoYeUW\¶ oYeU µZealWh¶. FigXUe 10 makeV Whe caVe XVing daWa fUom Whe Google EngliVh coUSXV. 
 
TZo cenWXUieV ago, Whe ShUaVe µcaXVe of ZealWh¶ ZaV jXVW aV SoSXlaU aV Whe ShUaVe µcaXVe of SoYeUW\¶. 
And that makes sense. In 1776, Adam Smith published his famous tome about the wealth of nations 
(Smith, 1776). Clearly, he and other political economists wanted to understand wealth. But throughout 
Whe 19Wh cenWXU\, inWeUeVW in ZealWh Zaned, leading Wo Woda\¶V dichoWom\. JXdging b\ ZoUd coXnW, aboXW 
Wen WimeV aV man\ SeoSle VWXd\ Whe µcaXVe of SoYeUW\¶ aV VWXd\ Whe µcaXVe of ZealWh¶. 
 
 
Figure 10: From wealth to poverty. 
Apparently, social scientists have not always prioritized the study of poverty over the study of wealth. Judging by 
ZoUd fUeTXenc\ fUom Whe Google EngliVh coUSXV, 18Wh cenWXU\ EngliVh ZUiWeUV ZeUe TXiWe inWeUeVWed in Whe µcaXVe 
of ZealWh¶ ² at least as inteUeVWed aV Whe\ ZeUe in Whe µcaXVe of SoYeUW\¶. BXW oYeU Whe 19Wh cenWXU\, Whe VWXd\ of 
ZealWh fell oXW of faYoU, leading Wo Woda\¶V dichoWom\. SWXd\ing Whe µcaXVe of ZealWh¶ iV noZ aboXW Wen WimeV leVV 
SoSXlaU Whan VWXd\ing Whe µcaXVe of SoYeUW\¶. [NoWeV: I downloaded Google ngram data using the R package 
ngramr.] 
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