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The distribution of the number of bil l ionaires

per mil l ion nationals (y-axis, logarithm scale)

as a function of GDP (gross domestic product)

per capita (x-axis)

(Fig. 1 ) suggests that

there is none or only

low association

between the two

variables.

Poor countries
also have their
roster of
billionaires

Many data points are

found at the left strip

of the chart, extending

from the bottom

(Vietnam, Tanzania) to

the top (St. Kitts and

Nevis), meaning that

some countries, in spite of their low GDP per

capita, may sti l l claim a roster of bi l l ionaires.

However, in a way more congruent with

common sense, a set of countries

(Netherlands, UK, Finland and other)

assemble at the center of the chart, indicating

that bi l l ionaires prosper in high-income

countries. Statistics confirm this interpretation.

There is only a weak linear correlation

between the number of bil l ionaires per mil l ion

and GDP per capita (r = 0.58). The level of

GDP per capita (Table 1 ) can explain only

34% of the variation of the ratio of bi l l ionaires

per mil l ion (R² = 0.34).

US are the billionaire's fatherland

The United States remain the bil l ionaire show

window: with a high GDP per capita (USD

52,242) they can boast a record 492

bil l ionaires (an index of 1 .54 bil l ionaires per

mil l ion people). Other rich nations, either big

such as Japan, Germany, France and UK, or

small l ike Sweden,

Norway and

Switzerland have

good although less

conspicuous

standings.

Great wealth and
deep poverty side
by side

The presence of

numerous bil l ionaires

in nations ranking

among the poorest in

terms of GDP per

capita, or scoring high

percent rates of

population l iving in "extreme poverty", may

upset common morals and equity-conscious

minds. I t is the show given by the l ike of India,

with 56 bil l ionaires for a nation l iving on a GDP

per capita of only USD 1 ,404 and 32.7% of

extremely poor population l iving on less than

$1 .25 per day: Indonesia with 1 9 bil l ionaires, a

GDP per capita of USD 3,472 and 1 8.1 % of

extremely poor population; the Phil ippines with

1 0 bil l ionaires, a GDP per capita of 2,766, and

1 8.4% of extremely poor; or Nigeria with 4

bil l ionaires, a GDP per capita of USD 1 ,682

and 54.4% of extremely poor population.

The new economy is good for the top
percentiles

During the recent decades, the world has

witnessed the emergence of new economic

Billionaires 2014
Thriving in a Bed of Roses

Fig.1: Distribution of 2014 billionaires by nation

(number thereof per million), as a function of the

country's GDP per capita.
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strength based on abundant natural resources

— energy, food or minerals —, on cheap

production factors, namely labor, or on sheer

financial power. The new economic scenario

did not significantly improve the miserable

l iving conditions of the world destitute, may

even have generated more unemployment and

downgraded large segments of the middle

classes to poverty levels, but it has surely

opened a superb window of opportunity for the

top quanti les that make the class of world

bil l ionaires. ◙

Table 1:

Billionaires by

nation.
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The bil l ionaire class seems unstoppable both

in terms of number (7.84% annual average

growth, 1 996-201 4), and most notably in terms

of net worth (8.5% annual average growth).

Notwithstanding the financial and economic

downturn that hit the world in late 2007, the

number of bil l ionaires has recently undergone

a momentous boost, jumping to 1 ,645 in 201 4,

and so did their wealth

(Fig.2), currently

amounting to USD

6,446 bil l ion (USD

6,048 bil l ion constant).

Meanwhile, 20.63% of

the world population or

more than 1 ,2 bil l ion

people survive on less

than $1 .25 per day,

mil l ions evaporated

from the labor force

raising to 1 .9 bil l ion

the number of neither-

employed-nor-

unemployed working age people, and the

world counts more than 225 mil l ion people

without a job, including 23 mil l ion "discouraged

job seekers".

Billionaires rise to unprecedented
heights

Surely, the number and the fortune of the

world bil l ionaires could not total ly avoid some

bumps (Table 2). They lost 11 .5% of members,

and 21 .8% of net worth in the 2000 burst of

the internet bubble. By 2004, however, they

had more than recovered from the losses. The

global financial and economic crises of 2008

also expelled 29.5% former bil l ionaires from

the club, and caused many bil l ion-worth asset

losses (-45.9%). The recovery has been

staggering. While the rest of the world

struggles with a growing crisis made of

recession or stagnation, massive

unemployment, huge debt, shrinking incomes,

rising taxes and an increasingly difficult

survival, the bil l ionaire group not only ful ly

recovered from the disaster, but even reached

unprecedented heights. From 2009 to 201 4 it

doubled in size, and grabbed a fortune 1 .5

times as big.

Covetable long­term trend

Over the period 1 996-

201 4, the club

membership has

swollen at the high

average annual rate of

7.84% (doubling time

9 years), and their

col lective real net

worth got bigger and

bigger at an even

faster rate of 8.5%

(doubling time 8.5

years). Such a

performance ridicules

the world's wealth

growth, as measured

by the gross world product (GWP) after

adjusting for inflation, that could not do better

than an average rate of 3.09% (doubling time

22.8 years).

Prospering in troubled times

The contrasting performance of bil l ionaires

and the commoners takes an obscene profi le if

one considers the post-2008 period. Indeed,

while the world economy grew at the annual

average rate of 2.1 % (doubling time 33.4

years), bi l l ionaires' wealth warped at a 20%

annual rate (doubling time 3.8 years).

I t is general knowledge that troubled times are

peculiarly auspicious to categories of people

endowed with the right assets and the suitable

personal attributes. Obviously, bi l l ionaires'

wealth could only grow ten times as fast as the

Fig.2: Trends of billionaire population and net worth,

1996­2014.
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Table 2: Billionaires – trends 1996­2014.

overal l world's output, by virtue of their

aptness to successful ly redirect to their own

balance sheets a growing chunk of assets

produced by the common people. Some wil l

say that the goddess of fortune offers her

harlot charms to whomever can bear the

expense, and bil l ionaires know best how to

make sense of the opportunity — good for

them, too bad for the rest of the people. ◙
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