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he surgein IPOsin 2025
T turned employee stock
options from largely
notional rewards into real
wealth, with startup employ-
eescashing outarecord $1bil-
lion through public listings.
Data analysed by equity
management platform Qapita
shows that 16 startups went for
mainboard IPO thisyear, ena-
bling employees to monetise
Esops worth a cumulative $1
billion. This compares with
$807 million unlocked across
10 startups in 2024 and just
$39 million across four start-
upsin 2023.
Much of this employee

wealth creation was driven by
listings of consumer and fin-
tech startups such as Meesho,
Groww, Urban Company, Pine
Labs and PhysicsWallah,
which together accounted for
a significant share of Esop
monetisation during the year,
the data showed.

The listings converted years
of option grants and vesting
into tangible wealth for startup
employees acrosslevels.

The 2025 data shows Esops
in private companies have
moved from "paperwealth" to
aproven, large scale moneti-
zation channel, said Tanmay
Shah, Qapita’s head of liquid-
ity programs. "10,000 employ-
ees (in private companies) saw
liquidity via buybacks and
many more via IPO exits,

despite a funding winter
backdrop.”

This points to a maturing
market where employee
equity isnow part ofthe main-
stream startup value proposi-

Tty R
16 startups went for mainboard IPOs this year, enabling employees
to monetise Esops worth a cumulative $1 billion.
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tion, and secondary liquidity
through buybacks and IPOs is
being institutionalized rather
than treated as ad hoc
rewards, he added.
Typically, Esop buybacks

= TN S TN T

allow startups to reward and
retain employees while offer-
ing senior management a
chance tobook profitsatalater
stage, especially during public
listings. This year, however,
buybacks played a smaller role
aspublic markets emerged as
the most attractive exit route
for startup talent.

The 21 buyback pro-
grammes announced in 2025
unlocked $194 million in
employee wealth, lower than
$252 million across 26 buy-
backs in 2024.and well below
the 2021 peak of $399 million
across 37 programmes during
the pandemic funding boom.

In 2023, 19 buyback pro-
grammes generated $825 mil-
lion ofliquidity, but this figure
included an adjusted value of
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nearly $700 million linked to
Flipkart and PhonePe’s 2022
corporate restructuring.
Excluding that outlier, liquid-
ity in 2023 was only $125 mil-
lion, reflecting continued
weakness in private funding
markets, Qapita’s data showed.

In contrast, the 16 new-age
startups that listed this year
raised more than 341,000
crore via IPOs, reinforcing
public markets as the domi-
nant liquidity avenue for Esop
holders. In 2024, 13 startups
raised around 329,000 crore
viaIPOs, including three SME
listings.

Despite the muted number
of buybacks over the years,
Shah said buybacks will con-
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tinue to matter for growth-
stage companies that are pac-
ing their way to the public
markets, or choosing to stay
private longer, offering peri-
odic liquidity to employees
and signalling confidence in
long-term value creation.
“As the IPO pipeline
remains healthy (20+ startups
reported to be preparing for
listings) and several unicorns/
soonicorns are pre IPO, the
Esop exercises at IPO or pre-
IPO is expected to stay the
most visible Esop monetisa-
tion route, especially for
larger, late stagetechcompa-
nieswhere listings can unlock
outsized value for broad
employee pools in a single
event,” he explained.
Esopsgrant company shares
toemployeesbased on the ten-
ure of employment as part of
their compensation package.
Shares vest over a period.
While Esops enable a
startup to preserve liquidity,
they also serve as a tool to
reward employees for their
loyalty and retain talent.
Legal experts also point to

The shares vest over a period,

usually four years. istockeHoTO
the growing IPO pipeline asa
key driver of employee wealth
creation.

“Shares held by employees
pursuant to Esops are not sub-
ject to statutory lock-in post
IPO, and the bullish public
market valuation makes it
more attractive for employees
to sell such shares upon list-
ing,” said Oishik Bagchi, part-
ner at law firm Khaitan & Co.

In contrast, secondary buy-
back of Esop shares in the
unlisted space could be uncer-
tain as the company controls
the pricing, quantum, eligibil-
ity, and other factors, with the

compliance process resting
entirely with them, he said.

Atleast 30 firms, including
Milky Mist Dairy Food, Cure-
foods India, Shiprocket, Shad-
owfax Technologies and Gaja
Capital, havereceived regula-
tory approvals in recent
months, setting the stage for
potential listings next year.

India’s IPO market hasbeen
buoyant this year after aslower
start.

Thelast quarter saw several
startup listings, including Pine
Labs, Groww, Lenskart, Phys-
icsWallah, Meesho and Wake-
fit, joining Ather Energy, Blue-
Stone and Urban Company,
which listed earlier.

Overall, companies raised
more than $21billion through
IPOsin 2025, arecord both in
terms of capital raised and the
number of filings, Mint
reported earlier citing data
from Prime Database.

Marquee listings this year
also included JSW Cement,
Tata Capital, LG Electronics
India, HDB Financial Services,
Orkla India and Hexaware
Technologies.

For an extended version of
this story, go to livemint.com




