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FOREWORD

The ESNA Startup Ecosystem Outlook 2026 marks an important step in building a
shared, evidence-based understanding of Europe’s startup economy.

As the first flagship intelligence output of the ESNA Data Platform, it brings together a
decade of comparable information on company creation, growth, employment,
valuation and venture capital across the EU and major global ecosystems. The
report’s central message is both encouraging and demanding.

Europe has developed a large and increasingly mature startup base: EU ecosystem
companies generated an estimated EUR 141 bn in revenue, employed around 1,6 m
people and reached a combined valuation of approximately EUR 1 tn in 2025. Yet
Europe still converts too few startups into centaurs and unicorns. The gap with the
United States emerges less in firm creation than in the journey from startup to global
scale. The evidence also shows that European firms can perform strongly once they
scale. The opportunity is therefore to widen the pipeline: deepen late-stage capital
markets, mobilise institutional investment, strengthen cross-border syndication and
help more ambitious companies grow across Europe and compete globally.

This Outlook is intended as a practical tool for policymakers and ecosystem leaders.
It does not claim to remove every data limitation; instead, it makes those limitations
visible and establishes a transparent baseline that can be improved over time.

By monitoring Europe’s startup pipeline consistently, the ESNA Data Platform can help
turn fragmented information into coordinated action. We hope this report supports a
more informed debate—and a stronger collective commitment to turning Europe’s
innovation capacity into the next generation of globally competitive companies.
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Key information for reading the report

For more information and a detailed coverage of Data and Methodology, please see the corresponding section at the end

of the report.

Data used in this report come mainly from the ESNA Data Platform.

This report focuses primarily on the startup ecosystem, comprising all companies in our database that meet the definitions
below of a startup-only company, centaur or unicorn. The term “startup-only” is used to avoid double counting. All ecosystem
companies are considered innovative because every firm included in the ESNA Data Platform is classified as innovative.

Startup

An innovative, privately held tech-sector company that is ten years old or
younger and either has annual headcount < 250 employees or annual
revenue < €50 million. Companies founded before 1990 are excluded;
companies created through merger or restructuring are excluded.

A startup that has reached a valuation of at least €100 million.
The designation persists if the company subsequently outgrows its
startup status but ceases once the company reaches unicorn status.

A startup that has reached a valuation of at least €1 billion.
The designation persists if the company subsequently outgrows its
startup status.

INNOVATIVEEOMPANIES

Innovative only

Startups

Startups-only

Unicorns

Overlapping areas represent firms that are simultaneously startups and either centaurs or unicorns. The
centaur and unicorn categories are mutually exclusive. The diagram illustrates the logical relationships
between the categories, not their relative sizes. Startups that are also centaurs or unicorns represent, on
average, only a small proportion of the ecosystem.

Innovative companies

Every company in the ESNA Data Platform, the universe of analysis,
sourced from a combination of Dealroom.co and Crunchbase records.

Innovative only

Innovative companies that are not classified as startup, centaur or

unicorn.

Startups -only
Startups that are neither centaurs nor unicorns.

Scaled

Centaurs and Unicorns, regardless of startup status. Not to be confused

with "scale-up", which is a distinct term.

Ecosystem

Startups-only and Scaled, the primary focus of this report.

Classifications are preserved overtime, 2 &d fyey |l ~Hf~ f
category in year t reflects its status at that point rather than its

current status .
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ESNAStartup Ecosystem Outlook 2026: Exploratory cross-regional trends over the past decade

01 o
Takeaway The number of companies increased until 2020-21, before growth eased as the market normalised. Meanwhile, |-|-|
ECOSyStem centaurs and unicorns worldwide increased from 1,6% to approximately 4% of ecosystem companies. Their

. shares of revenue, employment and valuation also rose significantly, signalling consolidation and successful
Maturlty progression to scale.

03

Takeaway . The EU has a substantial ecosystem base, with roughly 80% as many ecosystem companies as the US, but
The EU;:} Sca“ng only one-quarter as many centaurs and one-seventh as many unicorns. Between 2015 and 2025, scaled

companies accounted for an average of only around 1,1% of the EU ecosystem, compared with 3,9% in the
BOttleneCk US. The bottleneck is progression to scale, not company quality.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ESNAStartup Ecosystem Outlook 2026: Exploratory cross-regional trends over the past decade

04

Takeaway
The EU ecosystem’s valuation reached EUR 1,0 tn in 2025, while unicorns more than doubled their share of total
Untapped EU

ecosystem valuation from 2015. The aggregate valuation discount relative to the US appears to reflect the limited number

Valuation Potential of firms reaching scale.

05
Takeaway

The EU is the world’s second-largest venture capital market, although it is only around one-sixth the size of the
The EUx: Late- US market. The funding gap is concentrated in rounds above EUR 250 m and in the transition to unicorn status.

: Relative to its population, the EU funds centaurs comparatively well. Strengthening growth capital, cross-border
Stage Fundlng Gap syndication and institutional investment could enable more European firms to scale globally.
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DEMOGRAPHY

In this section, we examine the demography of the startup ecosystem
within the broader population of innovative companies.

1. How large is the startup ecosystem?
2. Where are these companies located?
3. What share of companies have reached scale?

4. How is the number of ecosystem companies related to the size and growth of
the economy?

5. How has the ecosystem changed over time?

6. What are the EU’s main strengths and challenges?
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DEMOGRAPHY

Figure 1 Figure 2

Evolution of the number of ecosystem companies worldwide Split of ecosystem companies across regions worldwide
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Source: ESNA Data Platform

However, the number of ecosystem companies did not grow consistently over the decade, either worldwide or across major regions

- The ecosystem estimate is based on a broader population of almost 1,9 m “innovative companies”. The ecosystem currently represents ~30% of these companies,

down from 40% in both 2015 and 2020. In absolute terms, the number of ecosystem companies worldwide grew by 32%, compared with 68% for the broader
population of innovative companies.

- The number of ecosystem companies grew by 43% between 2015 and 2020, before falling by 7% worldwide between 2020 and 2025, returning to approximately 2018
levels.

- Almost all regions followed this trend, with the number of companies in 2025 generally below 2020 levels but above 2015 levels. This pattern applies to the EU, but
not to the US, where the estimated number of ecosystem companies in 2025 was lower than in 2015.
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The share of scaled
companies rose over
the decade, reaching
~4% of the ecosystem
in 2025
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Figure 3 Figure 4

Evolution of the number of startups-only and ecosystem companies worldwide Evolution of the number of centaurs and unicorns worldwide
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Source: ESNA Data Platform

This signals a small but persistent increase in the share of scaled companies, alongside strong growth in the number of centa  urs and unicorns .

In 2025, 4% of ecosystem companies were classified as scaled companies, centaurs or unicorns, compared with 1,6% in 2015. This increase may be seen as a
sign of ecosystem maturity.

The decline in startup-only companies (all startups that have not reached centaur or unicorn status) drove the ecosystem'’s slight contraction between 2020
and 2025.

The number of ecosystem companies is an important analytical metric, but it does not in itself indicate strong performance. This is particularly true of
startup-only companies, as their number alone provides limited evidence of ecosystem quality. The number of scaled companies is more informative
because these firms have demonstrated market traction and attracted investment.
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Figure 5
Average Geographic Distribution of Ecosystem Companies, 2015-2025
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Source: ESNA Data Platform

- This report provides a general overview of the startup ecosystem, focusing on the EU and comparing it with other major ecosystems in China, India,
Israel, Singapore, the UK and, in particular, the US.

- The US has a pioneering startup ecosystem and has traditionally served as a benchmark for the EU’s ecosystem development. The UK, an EU member for
many years, is also an important benchmark and a significant player in the global economy.

- Israel and Singapore serve as useful benchmarks, with impressive ecosystem metrics on a per-capita basis.

- China and India were selected as sizeable developing economies that account for significant shares of the world’s population and economic activity and
play important roles in the Asian startup ecosystem.
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Figure 6 Figure7

Evolution of the number of INNOVATIVE companies across regions Evolution of the number of ECOSYSTEM companies across regions
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The EWUS gap in ecosystem company numbers narrowed considerably over the decade

In 2025, the EU had nearly 400 k innovative companies, equivalent to ~60% of the US total. Of these, 141 k were ecosystem companies, equivalent to
~83% of the US total. The gap between the EU and the US in innovative company numbers also narrowed over the decade.

- When the scope is broadened to include the full ecosystem of startups, centaurs and unicorns (Figure 7), the EU and US trajectories become more

closely aligned. After expanding steadily until 2021, the EU ecosystem stabilised and then contracted moderately, broadly following the US pattern. Both
regions show signs of consolidation after the rapid company creation seen around 2020-21.
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