
Moving On –
Investigating Inventors‘ Ethnic Origins Using Supervised Learning

The Problem
• Patent data provides rich information about technical inventions and is frequently used 

in social sciences research. 
• Unfortunately, it does not disclose inventors’ ethnic origins.
• Current approaches use costly commercial tools to map inventors to ethnicities.
• Particular challenge for research at the intersection of immigration and innovation topics

Dataset: Olympic Athletes’ Names
• 135’571 full names of athletes who have been starters for 191 different national 

teams in Olympic games from Athens 1896 to Rio 2016.
• Label ethnic origins of these names by mapping national teams to ethnic origins.
• Clean and enrich with inventor names to a final dataset of 95’202 labelled names.

➢ Use the letters a name consists of to predict the name’s ethnic origin with an LSTM
➢ 91% F1-score across 17 ethnic origins

Name Transformation LSTM Network Performance

Inventors’ Ethnic Origins
• Predict the ethnic origins of 2.68 million patent inventors from 1980 to 2015
• Global ethnic origin distribution has become more diverse. Mostly due to more Asian origin inventors (Chinese, Indian)
• Prevalence of foreign-origin inventors is especially high in the USA but has also increased in other high-income 

economies.
• Non-Western origin inventors are to be found mostly in the USA but not to European countries.

Contributions
• Construct a new dataset of names that is representative for inventor origin analysis 
• Train and validate an algorithm that predicts ethnic origins based on names
• Provide estimates for inventor ethnic origin compositions over time, across countries 

and technological areas. 
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The USA has an extraordinary ability 
to attract global talents

Continental European countries are 
lagging behind

vs.


