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Very wealthy people influence political and societal processes by wielding their economic

power through foundations, lobbying groups, media campaigns, as investors and employers.

Because personality shapes goals, attitudes, and behaviour, it is important to understand the

personality traits that characterize the rich. We used representative survey data to construct

two large samples, one from the general population and one consisting of individuals with at

least 1 million euros in individual net wealth, to analyse what personality traits characterize

the wealthy and why their traits differ from those of the general population. High wealth was

associated with higher Risk tolerance, Emotional Stability, Openness, Extraversion, and

Conscientiousness. This “rich” personality profile was more prominent among individuals

who had accumulated wealth through their own efforts (“self-mades”) than among indivi-

duals who had been born into wealth (“inheritors”). Thus, our evidence is suggestive of a

unique configuration of personality traits contributing to self-made millionaires’ economic

success.

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3 OPEN

1 University of Mainz, Mainz, Germany. 2 University of Münster, Münster, Germany. 3 German Institute for Economic Research/SOEP (DIW), Berlin, Germany.
4 Free University of Berlin, Berlin, Germany. 5These authors contributed equally: Marius Leckelt, Johannes König. 6These authors jointly supervised this work:
Mitja D. Back, Carsten Schröder. ✉email: JKoenig@diw.de

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |            (2022) 9:94 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3 1

12
34

56
78

9
0
()
:,;

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6062-2993
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6062-2993
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6062-2993
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6062-2993
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6062-2993
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2811-8652
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2811-8652
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2811-8652
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2811-8652
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2811-8652
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2186-1558
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2186-1558
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2186-1558
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2186-1558
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2186-1558
mailto:JKoenig@diw.de


Introduction

Previous research has shown that the wealthiest individuals in
society (referred to in the following as “the rich”) use their
substantial economic power to influence political and soci-

etal processes. They have the ear of politicians and policy makers,
and their beliefs about the way our society should be shaped filter
down to everyone because they can market their ideas through
their foundations, lobbying groups, media campaigns, and as
investors and employers (Andreoni and Payne, 2013; Andres,
2008; Bartels, 2009; Bertrand et al., 2018; Fuentes-Nieva and
Galasso, 2014; Manning, 2013). Interest in this influential group is
widespread, as reflected in the popularity of books on how to get
rich, the extensive media coverage of “the top one percent,” and
the growing body of scholarly research on wealth and inequalities.
Because goals, attitudes, and behaviour are shaped by personality
(Gerber et al., 2010), it is important to learn more about who these
individuals are and how their personality traits may differ from
those of the general population. This is especially vital in light of
rising inequality (Atkinson et al., 2011) and its polarizing impact
on social comparisons (Cheung and Lucas, 2016).

Even more contested than the question of how the personality
traits of the wealthy may differ from others is the question of why
this might be the case. Put simply: Is the specific personality of
the rich a consequence of or a factor contributing to their wealth?
More specifically, it is currently unknown whether inheriting
money and growing up rich leads to the development of a pro-
totypical “rich” personality profile, or whether a specific per-
sonality profile promotes self-made economic success.

Despite the evident importance of understanding how and why
rich individuals differ from the general population, there has been
little investigation into the personality profiles of the very weal-
thy. This is not due to a lack of interest or relevance but because
the rich make up a tiny fraction of the population that is espe-
cially hard to reach (Kennickell and Woodburn, 1999). As a
result, they form a very small and difficult-to-analyse minority in
existing population-representative surveys. The few existing
analyses (Leckelt et al., 2019) were based on small convenience
samples of the rich, thus raising questions about the general-
izability of the results. Moreover, due to limitations on sample
size and representativeness, previous research has not been able
to address the question of why the personality profile of the
wealthy differs from that of the general population.

There is a longstanding debate on how wealth and related
constructs (e.g., social class and social status) shape people’s
personality traits, goals, beliefs, and behaviours. Even laypeople
often distinguish between “different types” of wealthy people who
allegedly have different personality traits: those who were born
into their wealth (“inheritors”) versus those who accumulated
their wealth through their own efforts (“self-mades”). Similarly,
scholarly work has often focused on the idea that being born into
or inheriting wealth may shape personality through status and
class-related characteristics. Such socialization effects have been
proposed in sociology (e.g., Bourdieu’s concept of habitus;
Bourdieu, 1984, 1990) and social psychology (Fiske and Markus,
2012). Other research has pointed toward personality’s role in
promoting self-made wealth accumulation through entrepre-
neurship. Previous studies (Leckelt et al., 2019; Smeets et al.,
2015) have indicated that a substantial percentage of wealthy
individuals own a business, suggesting that a large proportion of
their wealth may be self-made. Entrepreneurship has also been
linked to a specific personality profile (Obschonka et al.,
2010, 2013). It therefore appears possible that rich individuals are
rich because they possess entrepreneurial personality traits that
helped them accumulate their wealth.

With regard to personality, the Big Five personality traits
(Neuroticism, the tendency to be worried/nervous; Extraversion,

the tendency to be active/sociable; Openness to experience, the
tendency to be inventive/curious; Agreeableness, the tendency to
be friendly/compassionate; and Conscientiousness, the tendency
to be organized/persistent), based on the Five-Factor-Model of
personality (John et al., 2008; McCrae and Costa, 1997), and risk-
taking propensity have been linked to a multitude of life out-
comes and financial behaviours. Several studies have highlighted
the roles of Conscientiousness and Emotional Stability in job
performance, wages, and money management behaviours and
attitudes (Almlund et al., 2011; Borghans et al., 2008; G. Donnelly
et al., 2012). Other studies have highlighted the role of personality
in attaining status and compensating for background dis-
advantages (Damian et al., 2015; Grosz et al., 2020), in cred-
itworthiness and credit eligibility (Arráiz et al., 2017; Klinger
et al., 2013), and in the likelihood that individuals will experience
certain types of life events (Denissen et al., 2019). Risk-taking has
been shown to be another important, independent predictor of
various economic behaviours, such as investing (Mata et al.,
2018), self-employment and entrepreneurship (Caliendo et al.,
2009, 2014), and company performance (Sanders and Hambrick,
2007).

In the absence of a more direct measure, previous studies
investigating wealthy individuals often relied on using income as
proxy variable of wealth (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004; Di
Tella et al., 2010; Diener and Diener, 2009; Kahneman and
Deaton, 2010). However, using individual-level net wealth, which
provides a direct measure of an individual’s material resources,
has several comparative advantages. First, while income may
fluctuate substantially from year to year, especially in high-paying
occupations (Betermier et al., 2012), wealth, which is accumulated
over the course of a lifetime, comes closer to measuring lifetime
material resources. This is in part because income has a more
restricted, less right-skewed distribution than individual-level net
wealth (G. E. Donnelly et al., 2018). The more right-skewed
distribution of wealth implies larger differences in wealth than in
income between, for instance, the top ten percent and the top one
percent. These larger differences may come with significant dis-
tinctions in personality. Second, wealthy individuals can often
forego personal income in lieu of non-realized capital gains
(possibly to retain or invest profits in their business and collect
the capital gains later, when they will be taxed at a more
favourable rate (Kopczuk and Zwick, 2020). This makes indivi-
dual net wealth a more accurate measure than current income to
describe material resources, especially at the top.

In this study, we used two unique, large samples, from the
general population (N= 23,721) and rich individuals holding at
least €1 million individual net wealth, which represents the top
1.6% of the wealth distribution in Germany (N= 1125). We
sought to (1) answer the questions of how the general population
and the rich differ in their personality profiles, and (2) explore
whether these differences can be attributed to individuals having
been born into wealth or having acquired wealth through their
own efforts. To provide initial empirical evidence regarding the
second question of why the rich might have a different person-
ality profile, we investigated two fundamentally different expla-
nations: (1) because they were born into wealth and consequently
developed different personality traits, and (2) because their per-
sonality traits promoted their economic success and accumula-
tion of self-made wealth. See Table S1 for an overview of the
characteristics of the rich.

Methods
The data used in this study met four central requirements to
meaningfully address the questions of how and why rich
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individuals differ from the general population: (1) both samples
use well-validated survey instruments and the same measures for
the general population and the rich sample, (2) data on person-
ality and wealth portfolios are collected at the individual level, (3)
the number of rich people is substantially higher than in previous
studies, and (4) the samples are population representative and
come from surveys randomly drawn within their respective
populations.

Data sources. The sample of rich individuals used in this study is
largely comprised of a new top-wealth subsample (SOEP-P) in
the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP). The SOEP measures
not only personality but also wealth at the individual level;
basically, all other surveys collect wealth data only at the house-
hold level. The SOEP-P, which was first surveyed in 2019
(Schröder et al., 2020), is thus unique in fulfilling the data
requirements mentioned above.

The SOEP study began in 1984 and now surveys about 15,000
households and about 30,000 individuals every year (Giesselmann
et al., 2019; Goebel et al., 2019). The target population is
Germany’s resident population. New samples have been added
over time to compensate for panel attrition, to maintain cross-
sectional representativeness in the presence of influx to the
underlying target population, and to oversample subpopulations
like the wealthy (Kroh et al., 2018). Direct comparisons between
different subsamples are possible thanks to the use of identical
questionnaires and data-preparation procedures in the SOEP.

The SOEP scientific data infrastructure undertakes compre-
hensive measures to ensure data quality and consistency. Beyond
the usual test routines to check data plausibility and consistency
after data collection, the SOEP has put in place institutional
safeguards to ensure data quality include monitoring mechanisms
to verify the correct work of the interviewers, generation of user-
friendly variables (including inter-temporal harmonization and
statistical imputation), and external validations of SOEP statistics
with external data sources (Schröder et al., 2020).

Population of interest. Our population of interest consists of
adult individuals living in Germany. We distinguish these indi-
viduals according to whether or not they are rich, as measured by
individual net wealth. In order to make the two groups suffi-
ciently distinct from one another, we exclude individuals with
individual net wealth levels between 800,000 and 1 million euros.
Observations in this range of wealth are likely to contaminate
salient differences between the general non-rich population and
our sample of rich individuals. We label the individuals with
lower individual wealth “non-rich” and those with higher wealth
“rich”.

The working sample contains 23,721 individuals. Of these,
1125 individuals have individual net wealth of at least 1 million
euros, 190 of at least 5 million euros, and 61 of at least 10 million
euros. The richest five respondents have net wealth between 100
and 131 million euros.

Figure 1 shows the distribution of net wealth for the regular
SOEP and SOEP-P samples, with the shaded area indicating the
rich population (N= 1125), as well as the fraction of the relevant
millionaire subpopulations: rich self-mades (millionaires for
whom entrepreneurship and self-employment had the prime
influence on their wealth, N= 517), and rich inheritors (N= 136,
millionaires for whom gifts, inheritances, or marriage had the
prime influence on their wealth). See Table S2 for percentiles of
wealth for the combined sample and the rich sample. The data
provide sufficient statistical power to analyse the personality traits
of millionaires in Germany. Note that our data also overlap with
the 2019 Manager Magazin “rich list” of the wealthiest 1000

individuals in Germany (according to expert estimates), who
made up the top 0.00144 percent of the adult population in
Germany in 2019 (Federal Statistical Office of Germany, n.d.).
Last place (number 1000) in theManager Magazin rich list is held
by an individual with 90 million euros. The richest individual
surveyed in our study comes in at number 821 in the Manager
Magazin list. Note, however, that rich lists are prone to
overestimating net wealth: as Raub et al. (2010) document, net
wealth from inheritance tax records is on average about 50
percent of what is recorded in the Forbes 400 list.

Focal variables. Our analyses require information on individual’s
net wealth, personality traits (specifically the Big Five and risk-
taking), and basic socio-demographic variables. An overview of
all variables used in this study can be found in Table S3.

Individual net wealth. The SOEP survey includes a wealth module
to collect data on owner-occupied housing, rental property,
financial assets, building loan contracts, life and private pension
insurance, tangible assets, vehicles, and privately owned busi-
nesses (market value). In case an asset is owned by multiple
individuals such as spouses or business partners, respondents are
asked to state how many shares they personally own. SOEP also
collects information on individual liabilities: mortgages on
owner-occupied housing, mortgages on rental property, con-
sumer debt, and student loans. Individual net assets, used here to
distinguish rich and non-rich individuals, is the sum of the eight
asset components minus the four liability components. Mea-
surement of wealth at the individual level is a special feature of
the SOEP survey and essential for our analyses, since the use of
household wealth would not take into account how many people
in the household share the wealth in what proportions.

Personality. The Big Five personality traits are derived from
SOEP’s short Big Five inventory (BFI-S), measuring each of the
five traits with three items. Participants are asked to rate their
agreement with statements starting with “I am …” on a scale
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). An example for
the dimension of Conscientiousness would be “I am a thorough
worker.” The BFI-S generally showed acceptable levels of: (1)
internal consistency, (2) stability over a period of 18 months, (3)
convergent validity in relation to the NEO-PI-R measuring the
Big Five with 240 items and in relation to the BFI measuring the
Big Five with 44 items, and (4) discriminant validity (Ackerman
et al., 2016; Hahn et al., 2012). Evidence for the validity of this
short version is provided by Gerlitz and Schupp (2005). A factor
analysis clearly revealed the expected five-factor structure.
Internal consistency was comparable to other short scales in
which heterogeneous items are selected to maximize validity,
ranging from 0.49 (Agreeableness) to 0.69 (Extraversion). For an
overview of the correlation between the personality traits, see
Table S4.

We use risk-taking as an additional personality trait for several
reasons. Risk-taking is an important explanatory variable for
entrepreneurship (Cagetti and De Nardi, 2006, 2008; De Nardi
and Fella, 2017) and an important factor in wealth creation
(Quadrini, 1999), investing (Mata et al., 2018), and company
performance (Sanders and Hambrick, 2007). SOEP respondents
are asked to rate their willingness to take risks on a scale from 0 to
10, where 0 means “not at all willing to take risks” and 10 means
“very willing to take risks.” A comparison of this self-rated risk
measure with an alternative measure of risk-taking from an
incentivized lottery experiment in the field shows that the self-
rating predicts actual risk-taking behaviour very well (Dohmen
et al., 2011), and the self-rated risk measure has even
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outperformed incentivized lottery experiments in predicting real-
world risk-taking across different domains (Hertwig et al., 2019).
Recently, Arslan et al. (2020), analysed the self-perceptions
behind stated Risk tolerance. They showed that people recount
diagnostic behaviours and experiences, focusing on voluntary,
consequential acts and experiences when inferring their risk
preference.

Socio-demographic variables. The SOEP collects a wide range of
sociodemographic information. In this study we used gender
(0= female, 1=male) as well as the self-created variables age
category (1= younger than 40, 2= between 40 and 60, 3= older
than 60) and high education (1= 12 or more years of schooling;
0= else) as control variables for our analyses.

Group definitions. We subdivided the general and the rich
population into “inheritors,” “self-mades,” and individuals who
cannot be assigned to the two other groups, i.e., the “mixed/
unspecified group.” The latter group served as a benchmark for
the personalities of the two former groups, as it consists of
individuals who can be considered a convex combination of
inheritors and self-mades. For this grouping, we relied on a
battery of questions that ask respondents about the factors that
have reduced, not influenced, or increased the amount of wealth
they currently hold as individuals. These factors are: (1) entre-
preneurship or self-employment, (2) dependent employment, (3)
earnings from financial transactions, (4) real estate, (5) gifts, (6)
inheritances, (7) marriage, and (8) lottery winnings. Respondents
rated each of these factors on an 11-point Likert scale from –5
(reduced assets significantly) to 5 (increased assets significantly).
Inheritors fulfilled the following criteria: (1) They rated the
importance of either gifts or inheritances or marriage in
increasing their individual wealth higher than 3. (2) They rated
the importance of entrepreneurship and self-employment in
increasing their individual wealth 3 or lower. Self-mades fulfilled
the following criteria: (1) They rated the importance of entre-
preneurship and self-employment in increasing their individual
wealth higher than 3. (2) They rated the importance of either gifts
and inheritance and marriage in increasing their individual
wealth 3 or lower.1 The groups based on self-ratings stratify well
across many objective measures. The Supplementary Materials

(Tables S11 and S12) show that the self-made scored high on
objective measures of self-made economic success (such as self-
employment and business wealth) and low on measures of being
born into wealth (such as inheritances and the ratio of capitalized
inheritances to current net wealth), while for inheritors the
inverse is true.2 The choice of the cut-offs ensures selectivity of
the group while securing a reasonable size of the group, as can be
seen from Table 1. Note that the share of rich self-mades is large
(45%), which is congruent with evidence in Scheuer and Slemrod
(2020) for the United States. Means and standard deviations for
several socio-demographic variables as well as the personality
items for each group among the rich and non-rich are shown in
Table S5. Figure S2 in the Supplementary Materials shows his-
tograms for each of the factors split across the rich and non-rich,
while Fig. S3 shows these histograms for self-mades and inheri-
tors, and Table S6 shows rank correlations of the influence
factors.

Construction of a prototypical personality profile of the rich.
The construction of the prototypical personality profile of the rich
regarding the Big Five and risk-taking was informed by previous
research that found wealthy individuals to score higher on
Extraversion, Conscientiousness, Openness, and Narcissism, as
well as scoring lower on Neuroticism and Agreeableness (Leckelt
et al., 2019). There also exists initial indirect evidence that risk-
taking is related to wealth (Cass and Stiglitz, 1972; Iglesias et al.,

Fig. 1 Composition of the data. On the left is a kernel density plot of net wealth for SOEP and SOEP-P and on the right is the composition of the rich
population with respect to both relevant subgroups of millionaires (inheritors and self-mades) as well as a remaining group of rich individuals with mixed or
unspecified factors influencing their wealth (mixed/unspecified). Data based on SOEP v36 (10.5684/soep-core.v36eu).

Table 1 Sample size overview.

Self-made Inheritor Mixed/unspecified

Non-rich
N 626 1073 22,022
% 2 4 92
Rich
N 517 136 472
% 45 12 41

Note: Number of observations in the rich and general population samples and share in %
belonging to either the self-made, inheritor, or mixed/unspecified group as defined in the
”Methods” section. Data based on SOEP v36 (https://doi.org/10.5684/soep-core.v36eu).

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3

4 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |            (2022) 9:94 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-022-01099-3

https://doi.org/10.5684/soep-core.v36eu


2004; King, 1974; Paravisini et al., 2017) and household income
(Barsky et al., 1997; Dohmen et al., 2011). Moreover, narcissism,
one of the traits that is somewhat more pronounced in wealthy
individuals is linked to increased risk-taking (Buyl et al., 2019;
Wales et al., 2013). Finally, a substantial number of wealthy
individuals own businesses (Leckelt et al., 2019; Smeets et al.,
2015) and entrepreneurship has been linked to a personality
profile consisting of high values “[…] in extraversion, con-
scientiousness, and openness” and low levels of “[…] agreeable-
ness and neuroticism” (Obschonka et al., 2013, p. 107). Thus, the
prototypical profile of rich individuals can reasonably be assumed
to consist of (limiting on the personality characteristics assessed
in the present study): the highest possible values in Extraversion,
Openness, Conscientiousness, and risk-taking as well as the
lowest possible values in Neuroticism and Agreeableness.

Following previous studies that have successfully used a
personality profile approach, linking personality profiles to
entrepreneurial activity (Obschonka et al., 2013), to investigate
personality types in adolescents (Asendorpf and van Aken, 1999;
Robins et al., 1996), or person-environment-fit (Götz et al., 2018),
we calculated a difference score to the prototypical profile of the
rich for each person in the samples based on (Cronbach and
Gleser, 1953) as follows:

∑
k

j¼1
xj1 � xj2

� �2

Subscript j indicates a specific personality trait and the indices 1
and 2 represent a prototypical and a person’s actual score on trait
j, respectively. Thus, the larger this difference, the more dissimilar

is a person’s personality profile from the prototypical profile of
the rich.

Results
Result 1: The rich are more risk tolerant, open, extraverted,
and conscientious, but less neurotic than the general popula-
tion. Regarding the first research question of how the rich differ
from the general population, we first compared individuals
from the rich and non-rich populations on each of the six
personality traits (Big Five and risk-taking) using Welch’s t-
tests and additionally report Cohen’ D. Results indicated that
the rich were substantially more risk tolerant (t(1252)= 21.97,
p < 0.001; D= 0.63), open (t(1241)= 10.99, p < 0.001;
D= 0.33), extraverted (t(1239)= 7.29, p < 0.001; D= 0.22), and
conscientious (t(1242)= 5.97, p < 0.001; D= 0.18) as well as
less neurotic (t(1239)=−16.72, p < 0.001; D=−0.50) and less
agreeable (t(1226)=−2.14, p= 0.032; D=−0.06) than the
general population. Figure 2 shows the kernel density plots for
each of the personality traits, for both the rich and non-rich,
illustrating and underscoring the findings from the mean
comparisons.

To evaluate the robustness of these results, we estimated
separate OLS regression models with robust standard errors and
each of the six personality traits as dependent variables as well as
a dummy variable indicating sample membership (rich vs. non-
rich), socio-demographic controls (age, gender, education), and
interaction terms (age × gender) as explanatory variables. Results
from the regression analyses (Table 2) confirmed the mean
comparisons, such that only the difference in Agreeableness was
not statistically significant.

Fig. 2 Trait-by-trait kernel density plots with sample averages for the rich and non-rich. Data based on SOEP v36 (10.5684/soep-core.v36eu).
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Result 2: Self-made and inherited millionaires differ in their
personality profiles. Self-mades show a more pronounced
personality profile of high Risk tolerance, low Neuroticism,
and high Openness, Extraversion, and Conscientiousness.
While less pronounced, non-rich self-mades display a similarly
shaped personality profile. Millionaires distinguish themselves
from the rest of the population by their unique profile of per-
sonality traits. This profile of higher Risk tolerance, Openness,
Extraversion, and Conscientiousness, as well as lower Neuroti-
cism and Agreeableness is illustrated in Fig. 3A, showing the
average of the standardized trait scales after controlling for socio-
demographics in an OLS regression (for details, see Table 2;
socio-demographic controls used in these analyses are age, gen-
der, education, and interaction terms for age and gender).

Our group definitions enabled us to investigate two competing
hypotheses. Under the first hypothesis, which posits that the
unique personality profile of the rich is a consequence of being
born rich or becoming rich without effort, one would expect that
individuals who inherited their wealth or married into it
(inheritors) (1) would show the most pronounced pattern of
high Risk tolerance, low in Neuroticism, and high in Openness,
Extraversion, and Conscientiousness, and, thus, (2) would show
a personality profile that resembles the prototypical profile of
rich individuals, that being the most pronounced realizations of
traits among millionaires (i.e., maximum values for Risk
tolerance, Openness, Extraversion, and Conscientiousness;
minimum values for Neuroticism and Agreeableness). Under
the competing hypothesis, which posits that the unique
personality profile of the rich drives wealth accumulation, one
would expect that the group of rich individuals who became
wealthy through their own efforts (self-mades) would show the
most pronounced trait pattern and would be prototypical for the
rich personality profile.

Figure 3B shows, for the rich, the trait-by-trait personality
profile of the inheritors, self-mades, and the mixed/unspecified
group, derived from predictive margins based on OLS regressions
after controlling for socio-demographic factors (see Table 3;
socio-demographic controls used in the analyses are age, gender,
education, and interaction terms for age and gender). Results
showed that among the rich, all subgroups tracked the average
profile of the rich, but to varying degrees. Self-mades showed the
highest values for risk-tolerance, Openness, Extraversion, and
Conscientiousness and the lowest for Neuroticism. Inheritors
showed the lowest values for risk-tolerance, Openness, Extraver-
sion, and Conscientiousness and the highest for Neuroticism. The
confidence intervals for the self-mades did not overlap the point
estimates for the inheritors for Risk tolerance, Neuroticism,
Openness, Extraversion, and Conscientiousness, indicating that
the groups are different with respect to these traits. The mixed/
unspecified group’s profile fell in between the profiles of self-
mades and inheritors.

As an additional test of our competing hypotheses, we reduced
the dimensionality of differences in personality traits and
measured the distance from the prototypical personality profile
of millionaires for all subgroups of the rich and non-rich samples.
We calculated a quadratic distance from this prototypical
personality profile for every individual in the sample (see
Supplementary Materials for details and Table S8 for descriptive
statistics). This approach allowed us to study personality
differences holistically to complement the trait-by-trait compar-
isons. Fig. 4A shows the kernel densities of the distances from the
prototypical profile for all three groups split for the rich. The
densities support the trait-by-trait analysis. Among the rich, the
distributions for the mixed/unspecified group and the self-mades
were fairly similar, while the distribution for rich inheritors
indicate was furthest from the prototypical profile (see Table S9T
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for regression results with socio-demographic controls described
above).

We also took a closer look at the non-rich subgroups. Figure
3C shows, for the non-rich, that the profiles of the inheritors
and the mixed/unspecified group were generally flat, that is,
they did not track the personality profile of the rich. However,
the group of non-rich self-mades did track the profile of the
rich: They were high in risk-tolerance, Openness, Extraversion,
and Conscientiousness and low in Neuroticism. Indeed, Table 3
shows that the 95 percent confidence intervals for non-rich
self-mades did not overlap with the point estimates for non-
rich inheritors for Risk tolerance, Neuroticism, Openness,
Extraversion, or Conscientiousness. In Fig. 4B, non-rich self-
mades also showed lower distances to the prototypical rich
personality profile than the other non-rich groups. This was
also confirmed by the regression coefficients shown in Table S9.
Interestingly, the non-rich self-mades also did not differ from
rich inheritors regarding the prototypical rich profile as the
OLS regression indicated: Rich inheritors’ distance from the

profile was lower compared to non-rich inheritors or the non-
rich mixed/unspecified group, but this was not statistically
significant (B= 3.678, p= 0.179), while non-rich self-mades’
distance was lower compared to non-rich inheritors and the
non-rich mixed/unspecified group (B= 11.471, p < 0.001).
However, the non-rich self-mades’ profile was not as pro-
nounced as the profile of rich self-mades, as both the OLS and
the median regression in Table S9 indicate. Further, a
comparison of rich self-mades’ confidence intervals with the
point estimates for non-rich self-mades in Table 3 shows that
self-mades who became rich are even more risk-tolerant and
less neurotic than non-rich self-mades.

Finally, we analysed whether the degree to which individuals
possessed the unique rich personality profile predicted wealth
even within the group of rich self-mades. We regressed wealth on
the distance from the prototypical profile and each trait. Indeed,
the richer the self-mades were, the more they resembled the
prototypical profile, a result that was driven particularly by their
higher Risk tolerance (see Table S10). In other words, the more

Fig. 3 Trait-by-trait personality profiles on a standardized trait scale. A The mean of the standardized personality traits for rich and non-rich, B mean of
traits for rich self-mades, inheritors, and the mixed/unspecified group, and C means for non-rich self-mades, inheritors, and the mixed/unspecified group.
Results are based on OLS regressions (see Table 3). Data based on SOEP v36 (10.5684/soep-core.v36eu).
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individuals had a self-made, risk-tolerant personality, the higher
their wealth.3

We conclude that it is the unique personality profile of rich
self-mades that is primarily responsible for personality differences
between the rich and non-rich. They showed the most
pronounced profile of high Risk tolerance, Openness, Extraver-
sion, and Conscientiousness as well as low Neuroticism, and
differed in each of these individual traits from rich inheritors.
Conversely, rich inheritors conformed least to the prototypical
profile of the rich. In addition, the profile of the non-rich self-
mades resembled the prototypical personality of the rich, but
their personality profile was still not as pronounced as that of rich
self-mades. Compared to the rich population, self-mades made up
a smaller portion of the non-rich population (see Table 1), which
also contributed to the differences in personality profiles between
the rich and non-rich (Fig. 3A). Finally, personality even
predicted wealth within the highly selective group of rich self-
mades: Rich self-mades with a more pronounced and particularly
risk-tolerant personality profile were even richer than rich self-
mades with a less pronounced profile.

The above evidence provides sorely needed descriptive
information about the personality of the rich. In addition, it is
also suggestive of the theory that the unique personality profile of
millionaires results from individuals with the trait profile of self-
made millionaires (particularly individuals in which this profile is
more pronounced) having a higher chance of becoming rich.

Discussion
Our findings extend previous research and have several important
implications, both for general interest and research, but also for
the evaluation of the relevance of political influence groups on
democratic processes.

First, we provide the (to date) best available robust evidence for
a unique personality profile of the rich. Using (a) a large repre-
sentative dataset with strong oversampling of millionaires, (b)
established personality frameworks, and (c) well-validated mea-
sures that allow direct comparisons to the general population, we
show that the rich are higher in Risk tolerance, Openness,
Extraversion, and Conscientiousness, and that they are lower in
Neuroticism. These findings extend and complement existing
research on millionaires that has looked at giving behaviour
(Smeets et al., 2015; Whillans and Dunn, 2018), time use (Smeets
et al., 2019), and happiness (G. E. Donnelly et al., 2018), and
provide a consistent and robust picture of the personality traits
that characterize the rich.

Second, we provide suggestive evidence that personality may be
a driving force in the accumulation of wealth rather than a
consequence thereof. We show that rich self-mades conform most
closely to the prototypical rich personality profile. Rich inheritors,
in contrast, do not conform to the prototypical rich personality
profile: They are far less willing to take risks and more neurotic.
Thus, it appears that being born into wealth does not auto-
matically lead to the development of the prototypical rich per-
sonality profile. We also find the prototypical profile among the
non-rich self-mades, although to a lesser extent. This personality
profile therefore does not automatically lead to economic success.
Many other factors contribute to an individual’s position in the
wealth distribution, such as initial capital, education, and abilities.
However, the evidence we have gathered conforms to the idea
that the unique personality of millionaires is driven by individuals
with a self-made personality having a higher chance of
becoming rich.

Third, our findings have important implications beyond the
group of the rich. Because the rich influence many aspects of
politics and society, the personality differences described aboveT
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create externalities. The personality traits of the rich and their
influence on rich individuals’ decision-making have direct
impacts on the general population in the areas of work and
politics as well as culture and society. Importantly, the rich have
many of the same personality traits as entrepreneurs, and as
exemplified here, this is certainly beneficial for economic success.
However, this does not mean that such a trait constellation is
necessarily also beneficial in other, more communal areas of
social life. For instance, when an important decision-maker with a
high Risk tolerance implements plans that may be beneficial but
are very risky, this risk-prone decision making may end up being
to the detriment of the more risk-averse rest of the population.
Risk tolerance seems to be particularly important regarding both
the positive and potentially negative consequences of rich indi-
viduals’ personality traits. Risk tolerance differs most between the
rich and the non-rich and is predictive of behaviours such as
entrepreneurship (Caliendo et al., 2009) and stock holding
(Dohmen et al., 2011), but also overly optimistic decision making
(Hvide and Panos, 2014) and collective losses, for example, due to
corruption (Jain, 2001).

Naturally, our study does not come without limitations.
Although our samples are large and representative, they only
contain data from one country (Germany). While Germany is a
highly developed nation with a wide dispersion in wealth, it may
not necessarily represent all high-wealth countries, such as the
United States, where the wealth distribution is even more
unequal. Further, societal and cultural differences that shape
personalities in Germany may also not be generalizable to other
countries such as the United States, which is generally considered
to be more individualistic than other countries (Miller et al.,
2015). What we can say, however, is that the sample of rich
individuals is comparable on socio-demographics to the samples
in other studies (Smeets et al., 2015).

Next, the self-made and inheritor groups are constructed based
on self-report data, which, to some degree, involve subjective
judgments by the respondents and may even be subject to ten-
dencies of emphasizing one’s own hard work instead of inherited
advantages. However, since being a “hard worker” is a char-
acteristic that is seen positively in many cultures and contexts,
this self-report tendency should apply equally to all respondents,
not just the wealthy. Nonetheless, ideally one would be able to
objectively assess the contribution of an individual’s own hard
work as well as inherited advantages. As this would involve
having access to individuals’ bank accounts, assets, type of

employment, consumption, etc. over a long period of time, this is
out of scope for most academic research.

Additionally, it could be argued that because inheriting
money is often associated with the loss of loved one (e.g.,
family member, spouse), which is a significant life event (Bratt
et al., 2018), inheritance may be a source of personality dif-
ferences. Research indicates, however, that widowhood or
spousal bereavement (Chopik, 2018; Denissen et al., 2019) does
not have long-lasting effects on personality traits such as the
Big Five. With regard to personality-related constructs such as
life satisfaction, well-being, and affect, the literature docu-
ments consistent drops around the loss of a loved one (see,
however, Anusic et al., 2014), but these effects tend not to be
long-lasting, with individuals returning to their baseline after a
few years (Clark and Georgellis, 2013; Infurna and Luthar,
2017; Leopold and Lechner, 2015). Thus, it seems that the
documented personality differences cannot be attributed to the
fact that inheritance is associated with a significant negative
life event.

Finally, we cannot formally answer the questions of whether
the prototypical personality profile of the rich is the cause of their
economic success and how their distinct personality profile may
contribute to increasing their wealth through money manage-
ment. Conscientiousness, for example, a trait on which the rich
and especially self-made millionaires score significantly higher,
has been linked to more positive financial attitudes, a stronger
future orientation, and better money management (G. Donnelly
et al., 2012).

Because of the cross-sectional and self-report nature of our
data, we can only treat the evidence for the unique personality
profile of the rich being a driver of their economic success as
suggestive. While the results presented here are consistent with
the hypothesis that the prototypical personality profile of the rich
supports or even enables their economic success, longitudinal
data would be very valuable in working toward a more conclusive
answer.

In an ideal setting, we would be able to randomly vary the
personality traits of a treatment group to conform to the proto-
typical personality profile of the rich and longitudinally track
their economic success against that of the control group over
time. This is a high bar to clear because finding a setting in which
such variation exists as a quasi-experiment is difficult, and
changing a person’s personality profile through intervention
appears unfeasible (Roberts et al., 2017).

Fig. 4 Kernel density of distance to prototypical personality profile. Panel A shows the kernel density of distance to prototypical personality profile for
inheritors, self-mades, and the mixed/unspecified group split among the rich, while panel B shows these kernel densities among the non-rich population.
Data for the “non-rich” sample are from the SOEP, data for the “rich” sample are based on the SOEP-P. Data based on SOEP v36 (10.5684/soep-
core.v36eu).
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Conclusion
In this paper, we have shown that the rich differ from the rest of
the population not only with respect to their wealth but also with
respect to their personality traits. The prototypical personality
profile of the rich is marked by higher Risk tolerance, Openness,
Extraversion, and Conscientiousness, and lower Neuroticism.
Further, we provide initial suggestive evidence that this unique
personality profile may contribute to wealth accumulation. In our
data, self-made millionaires most closely tracked the personality
profile of the rich, and the more they did, the richer they were. A
promising avenue for future research would be to analyse these
personality differences as a means to better understand how the
rich shape society.

Data availability
Data are available from the German Socio-Economic Panel
(SOEP) study due to third-party restrictions (for requests, please
contact soepmail@diw.de). The scientific use file of the SOEP
with anonymous microdata is made available free of charge to
universities and research institutes for research and teaching
purposes. The direct use of SOEP data is subject to the strict
provisions of German data protection law. Therefore, signing a
data distribution contract is a precondition for working with
SOEP data. The data distribution contract can be requested by
submitting the form: https://www.diw.de/en/diw_01.c.601584.en/
data_access.html. For further information, contact the SOEP
hotline at soepmail@diw.de or +49-30-89789-292.

Received: 1 September 2021; Accepted: 21 February 2022;

Notes
1 Our approach to defining millionaire subtypes is preferable to the use of objective
indicators, such as inheritances (especially the type, timing, and amount thereof) and
employment biographies. Even if such information were fully available, an accurate
and detailed modelling of wealth accumulation over the life cycle would be necessary.
This is because if we want to assess the role of an inheritance or self-made success for
an individual’s wealth situation today, one would have to compare the actual situation
with a counterfactual situation with these factors absent. This counterfactual is
unobserved and would have to be modelled under untestable assumptions (König
et al., 2020).

2 To check robustness of the self-rating scales, we tightened the group definition,
increasing the critical values for group membership from 3 to 4. Table S7 shows the
share of observations in each of the categories under the different definitions. The
Supplementary Materials show (a) that all our main results are robust to the change of
the critical values; (b) that the tight definition, following our expectations, makes self-
mades’ personality profile more similar to the prototypical personality profile of the
rich, while it does the inverse for inheritors.

3 Tables S11 and S12 in the Supplementary Materials provide additional information
and detailed descriptive statistics on the share of heirs, capitalized inheritance, and
inheritance ratios among the different groups (Table S11) as well as the share of self-
employed individuals among the different groups (Table S12).
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