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Technology is a great accelerator for humanity, but the gap between those who

can and cannot use it to enhance their productivity is widening. This is especially

true in the era of AI, both at a firm level (only 5% of companies are seeing strong

benefits from AI today) and a personal level (demand for AI skills has doubled over

the last year).

We invest in Human Capital Development: Companies that unlock human potential

by bridging the skills gap, increasing talent liquidity, and giving every worker the

tools they need to succeed. Together, these companies democratise the benefit

of technology for all people and organisations.

Emerge has spent over a decade investing in European leaders across Human

Capital Development.

Our portfolio tells the story of the category itself: Fund 0 backed the first wave

of digital learning companies (Learn); Fund I expanded into career navigation

and hiring (Navigate); Fund II added on-the-job enablement (Work). Today, our

investments span the full Learn, Navigate, Work spectrum. Each fund has also

expanded our platform: what started with a group of angels investing deal-by-deal

is now a network of 100+ Venture Partners representing $1T+ in enterprise value

and covering every skill, business model and customer type in this sector.

We are primed to back the next generation of AI-native companies that will

re-define the Human Capital Development category.

Introduction
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Our top 10 takeaways

CATEGORY SCALE AND EXIT LANDSCAPE

1. HCD is a $4T global category spanning how people learn, navigate careers and work
effectively - one of the largest and durable markets in venture.

2. It has already produced a major exit universe, with 7.5k VC-backed exits in the past decade
and 136 current unicorns.

3. Exit sizes have grown significantly, with the top 100 HCD exits averaging $1B in 2016-2025
versus $333M in 2006-2015. This reflects major tech acquirers like Microsoft and ServiceNow
replacing traditional buyers, larger IPO exits, and increased volumes in Navigate and Work.

4. HCD demonstrates exceptional return on capital: Over the last decade, HCD returned 1.4x
more liquidity per dollar invested than Fintech and 2.9x more than Climate Tech, driven
by being an overlooked category (attracting 0.2x and 0.4x the capital respectively) whilst
delivering substantial exits.

WHY HCD MATTERS

5. HCD matters to society as it converts technological breakthroughs into economic output:
it has driven 75% of GDP growth differences between countries. AI could add $15.7T to global
GDP by 2030 - but only if people and organisations adapt quickly. Investing in HCD is an
economic necessity.

6. This logic also holds at the level of the individual: Equal access to the right skills, career
opportunities and tools - HCD’s core components - enables all individuals to participate in
the productivity gains from new technology, as well as leading to greater income, health and
community participation for individuals.

7. Human Capital Development has never been more important: AI represents the largest
technological opportunity since electricity and the internet, but it’s the ability of people and
organisations to adapt to it that will define its true impact on the world.

Executive Summary
This deep dive defines HCD, illustrates how it has already produced a major
universe of VC-backed and public winners, and explains why we believe the
next decade will be even more important.
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THE AI INFLECTION POINT AND NEW UNICORN CREATION

8. The last decade in HCD was defined by digitisation, which boosted overall efficiency but
didn’t address unequal access: Learning moved online (cheaper content, but teaching didn’t
scale); recruitment shifted to marketplaces (more efficient, but match quality didn’t improve);
and enterprises centralised workflows (digitised work, but benefits didn’t spread equally to all
workers).

9. AI is now creating a major inflection point: It enables personalised learning at near-zero
cost, AI-assisted job transitions for both employers and talent, and productivity gains by
automating low-level tasks so workers can focus on higher-level decisions.

10. This will create new categories of spend and spark the creation of hundreds of HCD
unicorns over the next decade. We invest in:

a. Learn
Personalised learning that scales infinitely;

b. Navigate
Better matching of talent and employers → reducing bias in hiring and improving talent
and employer choices; and

c. Work
Tools that fuse work and learning, improve access to information and enable higher-
level work →democratising the benefits of AI to all workers.

Human Capital Development

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY CONT.
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What is Human Capital Development?

HCD is the global set of markets that enable people to learn, navigate careers, and perform productive
work. It covers everything individuals, organisations and governments spend on training, placing and
tooling up the workforce.

Human Capital
Development: A category
with massive potential

Human Capital Development

LEARN $1 .5 T Private spend across early years, K12 and higher education, adult learning

NAVIGATE $1 .3 T Recruitment, staffing, HR services

WORK $1 .2T Apps for workers and corporate training

$4.0T Total global spend across 3.5B workers

7 .5 k VC-backed exits over the last decade

$240B Invested over the last decade

1 3 6 Current unicorns

The category has scaled into a major VC and exit universe with:
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Why it matters

ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE

HCD is the mechanism that converts technological breakthroughs into real economic output. It
explains 75% of differences in GDP growth across countries, and each additional year of education
delivers 9–10% higher wages and higher productivity (source, source).

AI represents the largest technological opportunity since electricity and the internet, with estimates
suggesting a potential $15.7T uplift to global GDP by 2030 (source). But, as with past revolutions,
productivity gains are not automatic. When electricity first reached factories, output barely moved until
businesses redesigned workflows and retrained workers. The internet showed the same pattern: the
constraint was not the technology, but the ability of people and organisations to adapt to it.

That constraint has reappeared. Although 80% of companies have already deployed generative
AI in at least one business function, McKinsey research shows that 80% of those adopters see
no meaningful contribution to earnings. The reason for this is pointed out by Gartner research:
organisations consistently underestimate the retraining, change- management and hidden integration
costs required to make AI actually work. In other words, the workforce is not ready for AI. Solving this
will require a redesign of how young people are trained, how employers find the right talent and how
they empower all of their workers to absorb the productive potential of this new technology.

SOCIAL IMPORTANCE

HCD is also a critical mechanism for driving positive social outcomes across society:
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COMMUNITY
University graduates are 30%+ more likely to vote (source) and 50% more
likely to volunteer (source)

HEALTH
Job satisfaction correlates strongly with mental health (source), with the
happiest employees taking just 10% of sick leave of the least happy (source)

HAPPINESS
Employment is a strong predictor of life satisfaction, with happier employment
resulting in 14% better life satisfaction (source)



But the benefits of education and employment are not fairly distributed:

• Who you know still plays an outsized role in job outcomes, often more than skills or achievement:
30% of all hires come through referrals, which disproportionately disadvantages groups with less
social capital (source)

• Career progression still depends too heavily on chance rather than merit: research shows that only
45% of career success can be attributed to effort, ability and knowledge - the rest is down to luck,
including oneʼs background (source); and

• Birth and family circumstances remain the strongest predictors of educational outcomes: across
Europe, family background explains 38–74% of educational inequality, far outweighing differences
in talent or effort, depending on the country in Europe (source).

Continued innovation in HCD is therefore critical not only for economic growth, but also

because it will lead to higher affordability of HCD products and services and, therefore,

to more equal access to these individual benefits.
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Why HCD will produce hundreds of venture-scale
outcomes over the next decade

Over the last decade, the biggest breakthroughs in HCD came from digitisation: learning moved online,
recruitment shifted into marketplaces, and enterprises centralised training and workflows in software.
This contributed to the minting of the category’s current 136 venture-backed unicorns.

But digitisation didnʼt solve the core bottlenecks - it made content and access cheaper, without
making teaching scalable; it increased hiring efficiency, without improving match quality; and it
digitised work, without unlocking productivity.

The HCD market is entering a new cycle. AI enables scaling of personalised learning at near zero
marginal cost, and unlocks personalised assistance for both talent and employers for every job
transition. At a high level, this means HCD services will become more affordable while getting better,
and this in turn will increase the addressable market size for HCD companies.



Meanwhile, organisations and individuals are under pressure to adopt AI or fall behind, creating
opportunities for AI upskilling, AI services, AI adoption, verticalised AI applications and a new
generation of systems of record - once again leading to an increase in the total addressable market
for HCD.

For us as specialist HCD investors, this spells opportunity. Over the next decade, we believe these
factors will drive the creation of hundreds more venture-scale outcomes across Learn, Navigate and
Work that address the core bottlenecks constraining the productivity of human capital. And weʼre
not alone in that believe: over the last three years, there has been a significant resurgence of VC
investment in the category - and this is only the beginning.

07

Human Capital Development

$50B

$45B

$40B

$35B

$30B

$25B

$20B

$15B

$10B

$5B

$0M

2023 2024 2025

Venture Capital Investment in HCD since 2023

$
2

5
B

$
2

8
B

$
4

5
B

Capital invested



Personalised learning that scales infinitely

Our investment themes
LEARN | NAVIGATE | WORK

Human Capital Development

MARKET SEGMENT SIZE

Early years $3 5 0B

K12 $400B

Higher Education $660B

Adult self-development $5 0B

Total $1 .5 T

08

LEARN

OUR LEARN SEGMENT COVERS A $1.5T MARKET

This market is composed of private spend across
early years, K12, Higher Education and adult self-
development.

AI will deeply impact how this spend is allocated in the
future. Already, graduate employment rate is down 6%
since 2023 and 52% of graduates are in non-degree
jobs. Looking forward, 59% of workers are expected
to need to re-skill as AI causes widespread skills
obsolescence.

Consumers wonʼt wait for governments to overhaul the
education system, they will direct their $1.5T of spend
to the educational offers they believe best prepare
their children, or themselves, for the path ahead.
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THE LAST DECADE OF TECH INNOVATION IN EDUCATION HAS PRODUCED STRONG

OUTCOMES BY DIGITISING CONTENT

Digitisation defined the last major wave of education innovation. Platforms moved learning from
physical to digital formats, enabling global reach and lowering distribution costs.

Highlighted exits from the last decade:

Highlighted current late stage unicorns:

COMPANY DESCRIPTION SEGMENT REGION EXIT VALUATION EXIT TYPE

Coursera Online learning platform offering courses
from universities and companies

Higher Education US $7B IPO

Duolingo Gamified language learning app Adult self-
development

US $5B IPO

Kahoot! Interactive game-based learning platform
for classrooms

K12 EU $1.7B M&A
(Goldman
Sachs)

Somos
Educação

Educational content and services provider K12 BR $1.6 BM&A
(Cogna)

Trilogy Skills bootcamps and workforce
development programs

Higher Education US $750M M&A (2u)

COMPANY DESCRIPTION SEGMENT REGION VALUATION

Guild Corporate education benefits platform
connecting employees to learning programs

Higher Education US $4.4B

Handshake Early career network connecting students
and graduates with employers

Higher Education US $3.5B

Age of Learning Digital learning platform for young children Early Years US $3B

Multiverse Apprenticeship platform offering tech
career alternatives to university

Higher Education EU $1.7B

GoStudent Online tutoring marketplace matching
students with tutors

K12 EU $1B
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THE NEXT DECADE WILL FOCUS ON PERSONALISED LEARNING SUPPORT, AUTOMATING

EDUCATION WORKFLOWS AND FOSTERING CHILDRENʼS INDEPENDENCE WHILE

PROTECTING THEM FROM HARM

While digitisation moved content online and made it available to millions, it fell short of addressing
educationʼs biggest bottleneck: teaching itself remained fundamentally human-led, constrained by
the cost and availability of expert educators.

The next generation of AI-native tools finally breaks this constraint, unlocking the potential for new
venture creation:

AI vertical learning and self-development applications:

This is a new category of learning tools that address the needs of parents and lifelong learners
who are looking to get ahead - from personal learning support for school aged learners, to
lifelong AI learning companions that provide upskilling and improve mental and physical
health. Given the social aspect of learning, consumer AI learning applications have strong viral
mechanics, creating rapid growth potential and potential for VC scale outcomes.

We invested in Solvely to personalise learning for everyone

• Potential: Disrupting the >$100B global tutoring marketplace with a 100x cheaper product.

• Product: Proprietary AI models for learning that outperform frontier labs on accuracy.
Global market leader in the category.

AI tools for educators and institutions:

Educational institutions are under pressure to prepare learners for the world of AI, deal with
AI threats to academic integrity and overcome teacher burnout and shortages. AI is rapidly
being adopted by educators and admins to automate student support, academic assessment
and admission workflows.

We invested in Learnwise to scale personalised student support

• Potential: Disrupting $100B worth of spend on inefficient student support services across
European and US higher education.

• Product: AI native customer support custom-built for higher education, achieving 96%
resolution rate through AI customer support.
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AI child safety concerns will create a new tech usage model:

Safe social connections and online content consumption require new formats and channels,
creating new companies that combine the best of digital and analogue. Given the dynamics
around parent social networks and gifting, these have hyper-growth potential.

We invested in Karri to give kids independence while keeping them safe.

• Potential: Disrupting and expanding the $5B smartphone market for kids aged 511.

• Product: Screen-free, data- and GPS-enabled walkie-talkie.

Better matching of talent and employers in anticipation
of AI-driven job displacement and job creation

NAVIGATE

OUR LEARN SEGMENT COVERS A $1.5T MARKET

Navigate captures all spend used to find, assess,
match, place, and manage talent. AI influences how
this spend will be allocated in the future in several
ways. In the short term, AI automation has more than
doubled the number of job applications per role,
decreasing the signal-to-noise ratio for employers. In
the longer run, AI is expected to drive significant job
displacement and job creation, potentially leading to
a major increase in job transitions. Both factors
create greater demand for systems that help people
decide what to do next and how to get there, and that
help organisations identify, assess and deploy talent
more efficiently.

MARKET SEGMENT SIZE

Staffing /
Temporary Work

$65 0B

HR Services $600B

Recruitment &
Executive Search

$64B

Total $1 .3 T
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THE LAST DECADE OF TECH INNOVATION IN RECRUITMENT WORLD HAS PRODUCED

STRONG OUTCOMES BY CONNECTING EMPLOYERS AND TALENT ONLINE

Just as digitisation transformed learning, it also transformed how workers connect with employers.
The last wave of innovation produced some of the strongest exits in all of HCD and enabled millions
of workers to find jobs online.

Highlighted exits from the last decade:

COMPANY DESCRIPTION SEGMENT REGION EXIT VALUATION EXIT TYPE

LinkedIn Enabling professionals to build careers,
access opportunities, and grow their
networks

Recruitment US $27B M&A
(Microsoft)

dayforce Helping organizations pay employees
accurately, deliver benefits seamlessly,
and manage workforce complexity

HR US $12B LBO
(Thoma
Bravo)

WageWorks Helping employees save money on
healthcare and commuting through tax-
advantaged accounts

HR US $2B M&A
(HealthEquity)

Glassdoor Empowering job seekers to make
informed career decisions through
workplace transparency

Recruitment US $1.2B M&A
(Recruit
Holdings)

Paradox Helping companies hire faster and deliver
better candidate experiences

Recruitment US $1B M&A
(Workday)

Highlighted current late stage unicorns:

COMPANY DESCRIPTION SEGMENT REGION VALUATION

Deel Enabling companies to hire and pay global talent
compliantly in minutes, not months

Recruitment US $17.3B

Rippling Helping businesses onboard, manage, and pay
employees while automating IT and finance workflows

Recruitment US $16.8B

Mercor Helping companies find and hire top technical
talent faster

Staffing /
Temporary Work

US $10B

Personio Enabling SMBs to manage their entire employee
lifecycle efficiently from hire to retire

HR EU $8.5B

Job & Talent Helping businesses fill shifts instantly and workers
find flexible employment opportunities

Staffing /
Temporary Work

EU $1.4B
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THE NEXT DECADE WILL MAKE EVERY JOB TRANSITION AI-ASSISTED

While digitisation created efficiencies in connecting employers and talent, the way we discover,
assess, and select talent is still fundamentally broken: 75% of hires underperform and 30% churn
within their first year. The next generation of AI-native tools will not just increase efficiency, but
improve the quality of job matches, by making every job transition AI-assisted:

Career guidance tools that create talent networks:

Workers are now expected to navigate 12+ career changes, creating a need for guidance and
support during these stressful moments. A new generation of tools is emerging that enables
candidates to automate the busy, manual work of job applications and acts as their always-on
career agent, personalising guidance, skills, and opportunities. The moat and future value lies
in attracting the talent through career guidance first, then building proprietary talent networks
on top.

AI-native hiring infrastructure:

AI has flooded top-of-funnel pipelines, driving applications per role up by 100% in two
years. In the meantime, demand for certain skills AI literacy, expertise used for AI model
training) has skyrocketed. To cope with these changes, companies are investing in AI talent
infrastructure that can triage volume, personalise candidate journeys, and reduce bias so the
best candidates are not lost in the noise. Legacy ATSs are adding AI onto existing features but
struggle to re-architect the process end-to-end. This creates room for AI-native players that
orchestrate agentic hiring workflows from first touch through to hire.

We invested in Popp to automate recruitment and reduce bias in talent selection

• Potential: Disrupting the $700B global staffing industry by decreasing the cost
per hire by 80%.

• Product: Ecosystem of AI modules Sourcing, Screening, Scheduling, Intelligence) that
automate 90% of the recruitment admin workflow and are accessed via developer APIs.
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Globalisation of talent reallocates hiring spend:

Remote and cross-border work are at an all-time high (over 15% of all new US opportunities are
remote, up from 4% pre-2020, source) and continue to grow rapidly, driven by skill shortages
and high labour costs at home. New networks, channels and payroll infrastructure to deal with
multiple jurisdictions will emerge to service this growing demand - very high moat through
network effects and regs; AI allows for rapid acquisition of networks.

We invested in Huzzle to revolutionise global talent hiring

• Potential: Disrupting the $180B market for remote digital jobs.

• Product: AI-powered sourcing and selection of top global talent.

Tools that fuse work and learning, improve access
to information and enable higher-level work

WORK

OUR WORK SEGMENT COVERS A $1.2T MARKET

Work captures all spend used to train, enable and augment
workers across every function in the global economy - from
knowledge work and services to frontline and operational roles.
AI deeply impacts the ‘Workʼ segment of HCD: getting to large-
scale adoption of AI in the enterprise is a multi-decade human
capital development opportunity.

Today, virtually all organisations experiment with AI, yet only
a minority manage to see real value: the top 5% of AI adopters
achieve 2x the revenue growth and 40% greater cost reductions
than other companies. Unless organisations learn from these top
AI adopters, they risk being left behind. In line with this, demand
for AI skills has doubled over the last year, demonstrating that
the same calculus also holds for individuals.

MARKET SEGMENT SIZE

Corporate
training

$3 96B

Apps for workers $3 20B

Knowledge
management

$5 5 8B

Total $1 .2T
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THE LAST DECADE OF TECH INNOVATION IN THIS SEGMENT HAS PRODUCED STRONG

OUTCOMES BY DIGITISING TRAINING AND DATA WORKFLOWS

Digitisation allowed organisations to improve access to training and enablement, centralise data and
create shared digital workflows.

Highlighted exits from the last decade:

COMPANY DESCRIPTION SEGMENT REGION EXIT VALUATION EXIT TYPE

Nuance
Communications

Freeing clinicians from administrative
burden to focus on patient care through
AI-powered documentation

Apps for workers US $20B M&A
(Microsoft)

Freshworks Enabling businesses to resolve IT issues
faster

Knowledge
Management

US $10.2B IPO

Moveworks Empowering employees to get instant
answers and resolve workplace issues

Apps for workers US $2.9B M&A
(ServiceNow)

Regrello Helping supply chain teams prevent
disruptions and accelerate operation

Apps for workers US $2.1B M&A
(Salesforce)

Sana Accelerating employee capability
development and knowledge sharing

Corporate training EU $1.1B M&A
(Workday)

Highlighted current late stage unicorns:

COMPANY DESCRIPTION SEGMENT REGION VALUATION

Grammarly Helping professionals communicate more effectively
and confidently in every context

Apps for workers EU $13B

Notion Enabling teams to work faster and stay aligned through
unified knowledge and workflows

Apps for workers US $10B

Glean Breaking down information silos so employees can
find answers and work more efficiently

Knowledge
Management

US $7.2B

Articulate Empowering organizations to scale high-quality training Corporate training US $3.75B

Contentful Helping businesses deliver consistent, engaging digital
experiences

Apps for workers EU $3B
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THE NEXT DECADE WILL BE DEFINED BY THE DIFFUSION

OF AI ACROSS THE ENTERPRISE

If the last decade was about transitioning paper-based work into digital environments, the next is
about diffusing AI across the enterprise. AIʼs productivity potential is bottlenecked not by model
capabilities, but by a) the availability of people who have the skills and motivation to use it, b) the
maturity of industry-specific AI applications and c) the readiness of the data stack to work with AI
agents. The pressure to overcome these bottlenecks creates a plethora of venture-scale opportunities:

The rise of the “AI adoption/training” category:

We are seeing now that the first wave of AI pilots hasnʼt worked out. C-level wants to ROI
immediately, traditional training approaches take 69 months to bear fruit. Itʼs clear that
a different approach is needed. New categories emerging: AI adoption services (training,
consulting, implementation) and AI adoption tech (an “adoption co-pilot” for your “AI co-
pilot”). Weʼre seeing $12 adoption spend for every $5 spent on an AI tooling. Corporate training
incumbents (e.g. Coursera) canʼt do this because this requires deep know-how and practical
application and thus a different format - itʼs not simple knowledge transfer.

We invested in Mendo to accelerate enterprise AI adoption

• Potential: We estimate the global AI adoption market to be at least $15B.

• Product: GenAI Adoption and Intelligence Platform, embedded inside Copilot, ChatGPT,
internal tools and agentic platforms, leading to 3x GenROI daily active usage and 4x
increased AI agent creation and usage.
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Vertical industry-specific applications that augment workers:

Most workflows are too complex and too context-dependent to fully replace labour. The future
of work will see human-AI collaboration, with AI augmenting workers by automating manual
processes so people can spend more time on higher-value work. We are particularly interested
in solutions that do this in labour-constrained industries (e.g. manufacturing, healthcare,
hospitality/retail) and with a focus on lower paid roles (e.g. frontline workers, entry level jobs),
as these areas have traditionally been overlooked, creating potential for alpha. Building for
complex, industry-specific use cases with low error tolerance requires domain expertise,
proprietary data, and workflow integration, which is why vertical applications - not models -
will win here.

We invested in Kinfolk to augment HR and IT professionals by offloading ticket
resolution to AI

• Potential: ServiceNowʼs market cap is $120B, but it mainly services large enterprises.
Kinfolk addresses the mid market.

• Product: Resolves 70% of employee requests around and HR and IT directly in Teams
or Slack.

Systems of record will be replaced by systems of intelligence that democratise
access to knowledge:

Legacy systems of record act as a coordination medium for knowledge work but have limited
value because they are siloed and don’t capture tacit organisational knowledge. Future
“systems of intelligence” will be a single access point for both structured and unstructured
data, democratising access to all company knowledge to both agents and workers, acting as
the coordination and governance medium for human-AI collaboration.

We invested in Rig to democratise access to data insights

• Potential: The market for business intelligence tools is $62B.

• Product: Rig enables non technical workers to query massive data warehouses in natural
language, and turn answers into automations.
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Those too small to navigate the AI stack will rely on a new breed of AI native
professional services companies:

There are 66M small businesses in the US and Europe who lack the resources to build
centres of excellence in every business function. They will be served by a new breed of AI
native professional services companies - from AI accountants to AI marketeers - that provide
such services at a price that makes them affordable to small businesses for the first time.
Incumbent professional services firms will be focused on internal transformation and miss
this land grab opportunity.

We invested in an AI native investment bank focused on commercialising
university IP

• Potential: Two in three university patents donʼt get commercialised - in large part because
universities lack the resources to engage in IP-related business development activities other
than spin-offs. We estimate the market for IP licensing to be at least $25B.

• Product: Connects buyers and sellers of IP and supports transactions.
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Strong overall exit activity

There were 7.5k VC-backed exits in the HCD category in the last decade alone, generating almost
$126B in exit liquidity. 2025 has seen a strong resurgence of exit activity with $12B in exits, 4x the
value of 2024 and exceeding all but three 2016 LinkedIn exit to MSFT, 2021 and 2022 pandemic boom)
of the last ten years in exit value.

$35B 1,200

$30B 1,000

$25B
800

$20B

600

$15B

400

$10B

200
$5B

$0m

Exit
value

Deal
count

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

$1,62B $3.51B $2.4B $2.29B $1.03B $2.94B $9.81B $5.30B $3.92B $3.26 $31.19B $1.91B $7.67B $9.13B $6.90B $20.30B $28.09B $4.22B $3.43B $11.97B

86 134 123 105 141 139 180 188 288 336 380 379 461 529 549 1,012 1,009 902 1,044 1,018
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Exceptional liquidity per VC dollar invested

LIQUIDITY PER DOLLAR INVESTED COMPARED TO FINTECH AND CLIMATE TECH

Over both previous decades, HCD has consistently had a 1.4x stronger ratio of liquidity returned per
dollar invested than Fintech. We calculate this ratio by dividing the total exit value of companies
founded in this timeframe by the total invested in these companies, for each category. The advantage
is even starker when comparing HCD to Climate Tech: HCD had a 2.9x and 4.8x stronger ratio of
liquidity returned per dollar invested than Climate Tech over the same two decades, respectively.

This is driven by two principal factors:

1. HCD is an overlooked category: HCD is relatively overlooked as an investment category, with
companies founded since 2016 attracting 0.2x and 0.4x of the capital invested into Fintech and
Climate Tech, respectively. This leads to lower entry valuations.

2. HCD produces a large number of exits and exits of significant size: For companies founded
since 2016, there were 2.9k exits producing $21B in exit value. For companies founded 200615,
there were 4.2k exits producing $62B in exit value.

METRIC

HUMAN
CAPITAL

DEVELOPMENT
FINTECH CLIMATE TECH

HUMAN
CAPITAL

DEVELOPMENT
FINTECH CLIMATE TECH

Founded 2016–2025 Founded 2006–2015

VC-backed
companies

12.2k 19k 5.3k 7.5k 7.1k 2.4k

Total invested $90B $403B $205B $145B $461B $299B

0.2x Fintech

0.4x Climate Tech

0.3x Fintech

0.5x Climate Tech

Total exit
value $21B $48B $17B $62B $139.5B $27.4B

Exit $ vs
Invested $

23% 16% 8% 43% 30% 9%

1.4x Fintech

2.9x Climate Tech

1.4x Fintech

4.8x Climate Tech

Analysis: HCD Datasets/Pitchbook queries - master document
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ENTRY VALUATIONS OF HCD COMPANIES IN EUROPE VS US

The capital efficiency of this category is further compounded when focusing only on European deals.
For the last decade, European HCD entry valuations at pre-seed and seed have been priced at 5060%
compared to US HCD entry valuations. This is illustrative of a wider trend that transcends the HCD
category - Europe is fast catching up with the US but still has less VC investment per capita.

Historically, the majority of Emergeʼs investments have been headquartered in Europe but expanded
to the US either with the Seed or Series A, later generating the majority of their revenue in the US and
therefore attracting US investors, at US valuations. This arbitrage opportunity continues to exist.
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0.7x
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0.4x
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0.3x

$6

0.2x
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0.1x

0.0x
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$4

$0

United
States

Europe

Europe Price
Advantage

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

0.5x 0.4x 0.5x 0.5x 0.6x 0.6x 0.5x 0.6x 0.5x 0.6x

$4.0 $5.0 $5.0 $5.4 $5.0 $6.0 $8.0 $7.8 $9.0 $9.5

$1.8 $2.0 $2.7 $2.9 $2.9 $3.4 $4.3 $4.3 $4.3 $5.3

Median pre-money valuations for deals under $5M (millions)
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Maturing exit universe and increasing
sizes of top outcomes

The last ten years have seen a maturing exit universe as IPOs have become viable exit routes for HCD
companies, strategic buyers have diversified and top outcomes have become larger.

INCREASING LIQUIDITY THROUGH IPOS

IPOs made up $10B or 8.5% of total exit value over the last decade, while they only represented $0.5B
or 1.2% of exit value in the previous decade.

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

$2B $3B $2B $2B $1B $2B $10B $4B $4B $3B $29B $2B $7B $8B $6B $14B $26B $3B $2B $10B

$0M $0M $0M $0M $0M $353M $0M $44M $19M $30M $4M $43M $563M $769M $468M $5B $428M $762M $538M $882M

$0M $0M $0M $0M $0M $621M $0M $1B $121M $90M $0M $0M $0M $22M $120M $0M $300M $14M $165M $11M

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%
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40%
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MATURING BUYER UNIVERSE FOR M&A

Over the past decade, the strategic buyer landscape has shifted dramatically. The landscape now
includes major tech strategics such as Microsoft, ServiceNow, Cisco, Workday, and LinkedIn, and large
PE platforms such as Vistria, KKR and EQT. These buyers are used to acquiring scaled tech companies
and paying higher multiples.

By contrast, the HCD buyer universe in the preceding decade 2006–2015) generally featured publishers,
staffing companies and education providers - categories that typically did not pay high multiples. The
acquisitions of LinkedIn/Lynda, Udacity, Paradox, Sana, Instructure, Dayforce, and Cornerstone over the
last few years exemplify this shift toward multi-billion-dollar outcomes across Learn, Navigate, and Work.

Looking at the top 10 largest exits across both periods provides an idea of the maturing buyer universe
for HCD companies. Microsoft didnʼt show up
at all as a buyer in the top 10 deals in the period of 2006–2015, but generated 3 of the top 4 largest
exits in the period of 2016–2025. ServiceNow and Salesforce also showed up for the first time in the
last decade.

TOP 10 ACQUIRERS

2006–2015 2016–2025

SAP Microsoft

Olympus Microsoft

Oracle ServiceNow

Adobe Systems Microsoft

Oracle Salesforce

LinkedIn HealthEquity

Oracle Intel

Verint Systems Prosus

Recruit Holdings Cagn Educacao

Pearson Adobe Systems
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SHIFT TOWARDS NAVIGATE AND WORK DRIVING LARGER OUTCOMES

Over the last decade, total exit value across the top 100 exits in the HCD category has shifted towards
the Navigate and Work segments, which, respectively, grew 4.2x and 3.5x vs the prior decade - vs
1.8x growth in the Learn segment. Meanwhile, the three segments maintained a roughly even share of
volume of the top 100 exits.

This shift is representative of the impact of technology on the nature of work. Growing human
potential has increasingly required empowering people in work as well as training them to prepare for
work - i.e. giving them tools to navigate transitions and use AI productively. As the average size of exit
is larger for Navigate and Work than for Learn, this shift has contributed to an increase in the size of
top outcomes. We continue to be excited about all three components of the thesis as potential drivers
of large outcomes.

LEARN in the Top 100 HCD Exits

Period 2006–2015 2016–2025 Growth

Total Exit $ $9.3B $17B 1.8x

Average Exit $ $266M $535M 2x

Number of Exits in the Top 100 35 32

NAVIGATE in the Top 100 HCD Exits

Period 2006–2015 2016–2025 Growth

Total Exit $ $9.6B $40.2B 4.2x

Average Exit $ $436M $1.5B 3.4x

Number of Exits in the Top 100 22 26

WORK in the Top 100 HCD Exits

Period 2006–2015 2016–2025 Growth

Total Exit $ $12B $42B 3.5x

Average Exit $ $281M $1B 3.5x

Number of Exits in the Top 100 43 42
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TOP OUTCOMES ARE GETTING LARGER

Along with an increasing number of IPOs, larger strategic buyers and a greater emphasis on all three
parts of HCD, the size of the largest outcomes has risen over the last decade. Across the 100 largest
outcomes in both decades, both the total and average exit value have grown 3x, a dramatic increase.

Top 100 HCD Exits

Period 2006–2015 2016–2025 Growth

Total Exit $ $31B $100B 3.2x

Average Exit $ $309M $1B 3.2x

COMPANY DESCRIPTION THESIS SEGMENT REGION
EXIT
DATE

EXIT
VALUATION

EXIT TYPE

Coursera Online learning platform offering
courses from universities and companies

Learn Higher
Education

US 2021 $7B IPO

Duolingo Gamified language learning app Learn Adult self-
development

US 2021 $5B IPO

Kahoot! Interactive game-based learning
platform for classrooms

Learn K12 EU 2024 $1.7B M&A
(Gold Sachs)

Somos
Educação

Educational content and services
provider

Learn K12 BR 2018 $1.6B M&A
(Cog)

Trilogy Skills bootcamps and workforce
development programs

Learn Higher
Education

US 2019 $750M M&A
(2u)

LinkedIn Enabling professionals to build careers,
access opportunities, and grow their
networks

Navigate Recruitment US 2016 $27B M&A
(Microsoft)

Dayforce Helping organizations pay employees
accurately, deliver benefits seamlessly,
and manage workforce complexity

Navigate HR US 2025 $12B LBO
(Thoma Bravo)

HIGHLIGHTED EXITS FROM THE LAST DECADE
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WageWorks Helping employees save money on
healthcare and commuting through tax-
advantaged accounts

Navigate HR US 2019 $2B M&A
(HealthEquity)

Glassdoor Empowering job seekers to make
informed career decisions through
workplace transparency

Navigate Recruitment US 2019 $1.2B M&A
(Recruit
Holdings)

Paradox Helping companies hire faster and
deliver better candidate experiences

Navigate Recruitment US 2025 $1B M&A
(Workday)

Nuance
Communications

Freeing clinicians from administrative
burden through AI-powered
documentation

Work Apps for
workers

US 2022 $20B M&A
(Microsoft)

Freshworks Enabling businesses to resolve IT issues
faster

Work Knowledge
Management

US 2021 $10.2B IPO

Moveworks Empowering employees to get instant
answers and resolve workplace issues

Work Knowledge
Management

US 2025 $2.9B M&A
(ServiceNow)

Regrello Helping supply chain teams prevent
disruptions and accelerate operations

Work Apps for
workers

US 2025 $2.1B M&A
(Salesforce)

Sana Accelerating employee capability
development and knowledge sharing

Work Corporate
training

EU 2025 $1.1B M&A
(Workday)
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HCD Market Deep Dive - 2026

HCD is an overlooked and undervalued category
with massive returns potential

HCD has proven itself as a highly liquid venture category, with a large and growing exit
universe and increasing depth of buyers and exit routes. Exit activity has accelerated
sharply over the last decade, with the majority of historical liquidity generated since 2016
and a clear resurgence in 2025.

Importantly, the category returns meaningfully more liquidity per dollar invested than
more crowded sectors like Fintech and Climate Tech, driven by a combination of large
outcomes and relative underinvestment.

Looking forward, the exit environment for HCD companies is structurally stronger than
it was a decade ago. IPOs have become a credible path, strategic acquirers now include
the world’s largest software and tech platforms, and top outcomes are significantly larger.
Taken together, the data supports a clear conclusion: HCD is no longer an emerging
category, but a maturing one with improving exit dynamics and an expanding opportunity
for venture-scale returns,particularly for investors who can access European entry
valuations and back companies that scale into global markets.

Finally, beyond the compelling financial returns, HCD represents something far
more significant: a pathway to democratising access to opportunity in an increasingly
technological world. As AI and automation reshape the nature of work, investing in the
companies that help people learn new skills, navigate career transitions, and work more
effectively becomes not just a sound economic strategy, but an essential tool for ensuring
that the transformative benefits of technology reach everyone, not just the privileged few.


