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AI Is Now Minting Billion-Dollar Companies

Faster Than Ever: Inside the Hurun Global

Unicorn Index 2026
The startup world just crossed a new milestone. According to the Hurun Global

Unicorn Index 2026, released by the Hurun Research Institute, there are now a

record 1,603 unicorns worldwide — companies founded since the 2000s that are

valued at $1 billion or more and haven't yet gone public. That's up 5.3%, or 80

companies, from last year.

But the real story isn't just the count. It's what's driving the value behind it: artificial

intelligence.
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The Big Numbers
The combined valuation of the world's unicorns surged to $8 trillion, a staggering

43% jump — and Hurun attributes almost all of that growth to the AI boom. AI

unicorns now account for nearly 36% of total unicorn value globally, even though

the number of AI unicorns (215) is roughly on par with fintech unicorns (216). In other

words, AI companies are commanding dramatically higher valuations per company

than any other sector.

Hurun Research chairman Rupert Hoogewerf summed up the shift simply: 2026 was

the year AI evolved from a theme into an engine — the race to build advanced AI

models is now creating the next generation of global tech giants.

The scale of concentration at the top is striking too. The top 10 unicorns alone are

worth $3.9 trillion — nearly half the entire list's value. Leading that pack is Anthropic

(Claude's creator), which rocketed to become the world's most valuable unicorn at

$965 billion, after adding $904 billion in value in a single year — the largest one-year

valuation gain ever recorded. It's followed by OpenAI, ByteDance, Stripe, Databricks,

Ant Group, Revolut, Binance, Shein, and Anduril.

Where the Unicorns Live

United States: 806 unicorns (up 48), still more than half the world's total

China: 381 unicorns (up 38) — together, the US and China account for 74% of all

unicorns globally

United Kingdom: 80 unicorns (up 19), overtaking India for third place

India: 61 unicorns, slipping to fourth place globally

Unicorns are now spread across 52 countries and 299 cities. San Francisco remains

the unicorn capital of the world with 222 companies, followed by New York, Beijing,

Shanghai, and London.

India's Story: Steady, But Overtaken
India held on to 61 unicorns — the same count as the previous year — but slipped

from third to fourth place as the UK pulled ahead. Bengaluru remains India's unicorn

capital with 25 unicorns, followed by Mumbai with 13. India's highest-valued unicorns
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span brokerage, quick commerce, and fintech, and six Indian unicorns went public

during the year, a sign of an improving IPO environment.

What's arguably more interesting than the domestic count is India's global

entrepreneurial footprint. Indian founders have co-founded 217 unicorns worldwide,

with 156 of them based outside India — including 142 in the US alone. Collectively,

these India-founded companies are valued at nearly $600 billion, and Indian

entrepreneurs are increasingly shaping both the AI and fintech landscapes on a

global scale, not just within India's borders.

The Hurun Global Unicorn Index is released by the Hurun Research Institute, part

of the Hurun Report group — a research and media organization best known for the

"Hurun Rich List," which tracks wealthy individuals and companies globally (similar

in spirit to Forbes' rankings, but China-founded).

Here are the key details:

Who publishes it

Hurun Research Institute, founded by Rupert Hoogewerf (also known by his

Chinese name Hu Run), a British researcher and entrepreneur who has been

tracking wealth and business data since the mid-1990s. He serves as Chairman

and Chief Researcher of Hurun Report.

Hurun Report is headquartered with a strong China/Shanghai base but operates

globally, including regional arms like Hurun India and Hurun Australasia.

About the Index

It's been published annually since 2017 — the 2026 edition is the 8th year of the

Global Unicorn Index.

It ranks the world's "unicorns" — startups founded in the 2000s, valued at $1

billion or more, and not yet publicly listed.

The valuation cut-off date is January 1 of the index year (so for 2026, valuations

were locked as of Jan 1, 2026), though major valuation changes are updated up to

the publication date.

This year's release was announced from multiple hubs — Guangzhou, Mumbai,

and London — reflecting its global scope.

The 2026 index tracked unicorns across 52 countries and 299 cities.
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Why it matters

It's widely cited alongside CB Insights' unicorn list as one of the two major global

trackers of privately-held billion-dollar startups, and is often the go-to reference for

regional startup ecosystem comparisons (like India, UK, China rankings) because of

Hurun's granular city/country-level breakdowns.

Why This Matters
A few things stand out from this year's index:

1. AI valuations are outpacing everything else. Similar unicorn counts between AI

and fintech, but wildly different total value, shows investors are pricing in

outsized future returns for AI specifically — not just funding more AI startups, but

funding them at a premium.

2. Winner-take-most dynamics are intensifying. With the top 10 companies holding

nearly half of all unicorn value, capital is concentrating in a small number of

category-defining players rather than spreading evenly.

3. The unicorn "churn" is real. 308 new unicorns were minted this year (almost one

a day), while 88 companies lost unicorn status after their valuations fell below $1

billion, and 139 "graduated" via IPO or acquisition. The list is a living snapshot of

shifting fortunes, not a static club.

4. India's ecosystem is maturing rather than stalling. A flat unicorn count paired

with rising IPO activity suggests companies are moving toward public markets

rather than staying private indefinitely — a healthy sign for a maturing startup

ecosystem, even if it doesn't show up as new unicorn creation.

The Takeaway
The 2026 Hurun Global Unicorn Index captures a global economy in the middle of an

AI-driven revaluation. It's not just that AI companies are being founded — it's that

when they succeed, the market is willing to pay far more for them than for a

comparable company in almost any other sector. For India, holding steady at 61

unicorns while its founders build billion-dollar companies worldwide suggests the

country's real influence on the global startup map may be bigger than its domestic

unicorn count alone suggests.

Source: Hurun Research Institute, Global Unicorn Index 2026
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