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Hall T Martin: [00:00:21] Hello, this is Hall Martin with the "Why I Invested" webinar 

today with the company UpSkill. We have a great company to share with you today 

and we have their investors along to talk about why they invested in UpSkill. This is 

brought to you by TEN Capital. TEN Capital helps startups and investors connect for 

funding. I'm Hall Martin, the founder, and we're looking forward to today's 

discussion with StephenRice. And Stephen, can you go ahead and give us a quick 

update on UpSkill, what it is and how it's working today? And then we'll jump into 

some questions with your investors. 

 

Stephen Rice: [00:00:57] Yes, sure. No problem. And hello, everybody, it's nice to 

be here. We're UpSkill Enterprise. We've been established now for five years and 

part of our driver is that we realized that there was a gap in the market in terms of 

being able to connect small and medium-sized businesses and employers with the 

labor market intelligence to drive what we need in terms of business, in terms of 

skills, in terms of human capital. And, what we've seen recently is that COVID-19 

has highlighted long-standing human resource issues that really challenge 

companies needing the resilience and agility to fill critical roles, reinforce business 

continuity, conduct redundancies objectively, and we've all been seeing some of the 

horror stories across the globe currently in terms of people who have lost their jobs 

and the need to get people back into work and to recover companies quickly, to 

introduce automation and technology, and also, as a result of current situations, 

we're seeing companies' automation strategies being brought forward by 18 

months to even two years out. Some strategies are being brought forward, but 

quintessentially right now, it's about rebuilding your workforce and looking at the 

skills that you need to be agile and to respond to the current situation, and every 

dollar prior to COVID and right now is critical to every company, and every decision 

is challenging and often can be personal. So, it's important that we look at a holistic 



 

approach to think about how and when to make those critical decisions in terms of 

who we hire or who we lay off as well, unfortunately. And, also it's a matter of 

having the right tools to be able to do that and we acknowledged that very early on 

in UpSkill Enterprise and what we did was we developed a platform, which is a 

talent management and workforce-optimization platform called TalentSensus, and 

if you look up "census" in the dictionary that begins with a "C", it's a data input on 

your population to understand their needs. We changed the "C" to an "S" because 

it's about getting a sense of us, getting a sense of your people, your workforce, and 

how they can help you to grow. And TalentSensus helps companies to better 

understand their workforce by bringing company organization charts to life, 

providing an intelligent, equitable, multi-dimensional view of the skills and talents 

of your people. Looking beyond the organization chart, they look at what hidden 

skills do people have that you could use to really help your company grow. Or, if 

you're looking for job seekers, how can you look at the additional things that job 

seekers can do in terms of their skill, without just looking at that typical education 

criteria? Or, also additional factors. For example, we see a lot of issues around 

unconscious bias that exists within the workforce, and we look at how we can 

absolutely rid the recruitment and the upskilling and the promotion functions 

within companies of unconscious bias. So, TalentSensus helps companies to plan, 

measure, retain, acquire, and upskill their talent for maximum business value. And 

what we do is we make what's normally an expensive management-consultancy 

process affordable for all, and we bring rationale and objectivity to very crucial 

business decisions. So, that's UpSkill Enterprise and that's our flagship product, 

TalentSensus. 

 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:04:43] Great. Thank you Stephen. I'd like to turn our attention 

now to the investors we have on the panel here today. Want to thank you guys for 



 

joining us and want to start off with Jenny Ervine and talk about your background as 

an investor Jenny, and, what did you like about the team? 

 

Jenny Ervine: [00:05:01] Thanks very much, Hall. My background as an investor, I 

came to it interested to find out about expanding my portfolio, mostly from the 

traditional stocks and shares into something a bit more interesting, and my 

background is about marketing and storytelling and always interested in the 

software-as-a-service and enterprise software because it reaches out and can solve 

real problems in the enterprise and corporate area. And, I came across Stephen 

and we run the accelerator program here in Belfast as a startup, and we were 

running a pitching event looking for investment and Stephen came along and he 

said, "Actually, we can't join the event, we're going to be in America. Can we 

livestream it?" And I thought this is a company that's going places. And from my 

background, an enterprise solution solves a real problem in the skills gap. It's 

slightly not before its time, but on that upward curve of skills are going to be really 

important. Why people can't rely on just the education of their CV, they need to 

showcase their skills and already Stephen has shown traction going off, traveling to 

the U.S. and building his team and building his product. So, this was a company that 

was going places and needed the extra investment to take it to the next stage. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:06:14] Great, thank you. And next is Gary Cooper. Gary, can you 

give us your background, and what do you like about this team? 

 

Gary Cooper: [00:06:21] Hi Hall. Yeah, I'm not your typical investor insofar that I 

actually am an entrepreneur myself with three exits over four startups. And, so this 

is the very first time anybody's convinced me to spend my money in a business that 

I don't own myself and that's really down to just the drive, the passion and sheer 

enthusiasm that Stephen has for this marketplace. And, you know, before I was an 

entrepreneur, I have worked in the H.R. space, so I headed up a number of the 



 

global alliances for PeopleSoft out of the West Coast, _____need for a solution like 

this at this price point and again, there's a little gap that Stephen is addressing and 

the sheer amount of opportunity that exists in this talent-management space. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:07:27] Well, great. And finally, we have with us John Reynolds. 

John, can you tell us about your background and what did you like about the team? 

 

John Reynolds: [00:07:36] Good evening. Well, I'm 35 years involved in the 

investment world, so I've been around a while, and for the last 10 years or so, I've 

been investing directly into early-stage businesses. Like Jenny, I started life 

analyzing the major financial markets, but in the last 10 years, I've been heavily 

involved in early-stage business startups. And what I particularly like about Stephen 

is really his drive and enthusiasm for the business and his sheer determination to 

make it work. But that combined with a clear technology roadmap and also with a 

clear route to market, because you can have a great idea, you can be a very nice 

person, but unless you're absolutely able to translate that idea into a workable 

solution and actually have the end market identified and some key players to work 

with, you know, you may never get there. But Stephen has identified all those 

things. He's got his route to market, he's got his technology roadmap laid out, and 

he's also identified a clear segment of the market where there is a clear need. As 

Jenny noted and Gary noted, there is a real need really, to be able to provide small 

and medium-sized businesses with a tool which enables them to properly manage 

their workforce at an affordable price. So I sort of, when I saw this, I said to him, 

"Isn't this the QuickBooks of, you know, H.R. tech? This is fantastic. You can roll this 

out at a really affordable price to people, really enable them to really fully 

understand and utilize their workforce in a very, very progressive way". So, that's 

why you've got my money. 

 



 

Hall T Martin: [00:09:22] Well, great. And on the other side, there are always 

challenges with the team, things we need to add or grow. John, can you talk to us 

about what you think they need to add to this team? What are the concerns you 

have so far? 

 

John Reynolds: [00:09:34] Yeah, I mean, when I first met the team, they were a very 

small team and of course it's a very big project. So, it's, well how are you going to 

translate your idea into a real business idea? And I met Gary actually early on in the 

process. I wanted to meet Gary because as Gary said, he's done the technology bit, 

he has links into the technology world and scaling businesses, particularly into 

America. So, when I had the conversation alongside with Gary, I realized that we 

had an additional partner, an investor into the company that could help in scaling 

the business. So, it's this ability to take what is a good idea and translate it into a 

scalable proposition. So, the numbers in the business were small, but I realized that 

we had a route to market and as of when we had the right to challenge on the 

S-curve, the real issue then is just about how do we actually manage the channel 

partners and have sufficient resources to manage that? I think that's the next stage 

and that's really why we need now the investment money at this stage. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:10:41] And Jenny, what are your concerns about the team? 

Where do you think you need to grow?  

 

Jenny Ervine: [00:10:47] Yeah, similar vane. Obviously, going into the American 

market will take some time and some energy and some resources, and Stephen's 

already started to build that and has gotten a really good board and a good chair 

with Gerri and a good, you know, best development resource out there, but just 

building those relationships with those partners on the ground._____already 

targeted seven States Stephen and looking to try and target more and just really get 

traction through building throughout the U.S. because this is where this product is 



 

going to really hit the ground running. So, I think it's just a resource which just 

comes down to the right investment and the right people to get them into the 

business. But, you know, everything's there and it's ready to go. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:11:29] And Gary, what's your take on the team and where they 

need to go? 

 

Gary Cooper: [00:11:34] Yeah, I think it's a case of amplifying what's already been 

said, but to also emphasize the fact that the hard work's been done and it's been 

done with a really lean, agile team, having to say we're talking about less than 10 

employees, way less than 10 employees that have achieved the same level of 

traction and credibility that I see companies over here with 10 times the employees 

that would be envious to achieve what UpSkill has achieved so far. So, you know, 

the hard work has been done. We have the agreements with the likes of the 

workforce boards out of D.C., we have an excellent board, we have a very high level 

of credibility. Now it's simply a matter of, again, driving that traction into the fields 

and using investments that have a very clear purpose, which is to put feet in the 

street, to drive that message out and then scale the revenue. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:12:38] Well, great, great. And John, back to you. You made 

several good points a moment ago about what you liked about the group, but if you 

had to pick one point that made you decide to invest, which one do you think was 

the deciding factor for you? 

 

John Reynolds: [00:12:54] Well, it was actually I did a lot of due diligence. As I said, I 

met Gary in the process, I wanted to meet Gary because I knew he committed his 

money, wanted to listen to his story. I then wanted to be convinced with what 

Stephen was telling me about the people and the connections that he had, 'cause 

to me, once again, it's how could he actually take this to market? Did he really have 



 

the traction with the people? And what really took me over the line, certainly for the 

first leg of my investment, was when I met the delegation from Philadelphia when 

they visited Belfast, and I saw firsthand how well Stephen knew these people. It was 

that that convinced me he wasn't spinning the yarn, it wasn't you know, he wasn't 

claiming to have relationships he didn't have, he had the relationships and I could 

see it firsthand. And that to me, I mean, I've been around a long time, it doesn't 

take five minutes to work out if somebody really does know somebody, whether it's 

a really strong relationship or a weak one. But, Stephen has the relationships and 

following on from that and not only the, you know, the delegations from 

Philadelphia, but I've actually met Ron Painter who is the President of the National 

Association of Workforce Boards, and when I sat down with Ron, it was clear 

Stephen has a fantastic relationship with him. He has the right relationships to 

make this business work. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:14:21] That's great. And Jenny, back to you. What was the one 

point that you thought was the key deciding factor that made you decide to invest? 

 

Jenny Ervine: [00:14:30] Yeah, it was very much seeing Stephen take that journey 

to America and then actually come back to Belfast and build out the product more 

with the team, you know, the tech team, and get it launched, and at that point, you 

could actually see there was something, you could look at and feel and touch and 

you could see people using it, and I think that point was a real turning point, that 

you were starting to see the value in the product and what it could really do, as well 

as obviously all the hard work that Stephen has done building the relationships, 

seeing the product up and live, and obviously continuously developing and 

improving and adding new features it's the point that we were able to come in and 

help support the company to the next level. 

 



 

Hall T Martin: [00:15:12] Great. And Gary, back to you. What was the key factor 

that made you decide to invest? 

 

Gary Cooper: [00:15:20] Well, it wasn't just one key factor, really, if I can partition it 

into three. I think the first one is, it's the right space at the right time, again, with the 

dynamics not just of COVID, but also the challenges the companies are facing by 

merging human capital with automated capital in terms of robotics and AI. So, you 

know, that's borne out by PitchBook for example, quantifying this 

talent-management software market at $25 billion within five years. The second 

reason is the share unit economics and business case of the solution. Again, it's a 

very well-priced solution and just helping a company avoid one unnecessary hire. 

And again, I think about this in terms of the technology space, just in terms of the 

recruitment costs alone, you could be offsetting $20-$30 thousand dollars in 

recruitment fees, let alone the incremental salary. And then lastly, it was_________ 

the partnerships developed. I mean to say, even within PeopleSoft, with a huge 

organization like that, to develop the level of relationships with people like the 

Workforce Boards would have taken years, and the fact that Stephen was able to do 

it in a relatively short period of time, again, further convinced me of the market 

need for the solution. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:16:47] Great. And so, back to you, John. Why do you think this 

company will be successful? If you had to boil it down to just a few key thoughts 

there. What do you think is the success factor here? 

 

John Reynolds: [00:16:58] I just think it's the cost efficiency of the solution and the 

drive of the team, in particular, Stephen to make it succeed. I think the combination 

of right place right time hitting in the H.R. tech market, that's why I'm convinced this 

is the right time for the product. 

 



 

Hall T Martin: [00:17:21] Great. And, what challenges do you see the company 

needing to overcome at this point? 

 

John Reynolds: [00:17:26] Yeah, it's all going to be about the scaling side of it, we 

mentioned it a little bit earlier. It's about finding the right people now to work with 

to really drive this all out. It's less of a technology issue now. As Jenny said, the 

technology is there, it is continually being upgraded and refined, like any 

technology product or platform that's always the case. But now it's just about 

finding the right people with the right inspiration to go out there and make this 

happen. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:17:56] Great. And Jenny, same questions. Why do you think this 

company will be successful and what challenges do you think the company needs 

to overcome at this time? 

 

Jenny Ervine: [00:18:05] I think in terms of the small to medium businesses, we all 

know some businesses that could use this tool and I think that was kind of the 

real-life examples that we were able to see. It showed that this is going to be 

successful when people look at the tool and see the benefits and the value from 

what they really want to be able to use and it's very sticky then, because it can be 

used for recruitment and retention and then, obviously redundancy. So, it's going 

to be a tool that will be around the companies for a year once they're onboarded. I 

think that's wildly successful. It's not a one-off solution that they use today and the 

continuities and that they'll see real value from it. And the second part of your 

question was on challenges. I suppose, you know, it is just getting those 

relationships built further and the more workforce boards within the next new 

States and Stephen's proven that he can do it, with the States that he has already 

built those relations and it's just finding each individual connection with the 

workforce boards and building those out as to what they need to deliver this and 



 

each works slightly, maybe differently, in terms of how they distribute this out to 

their companies within their boards, and getting it out as a pilot and as a trial to 

______ success locally, and then that continues to mushroom into future 

opportunity. So, I think that's getting the foot through the door from your 

workforce boards and that's where the investors and the community and network 

that we've built up, that Stephen's built up, can add real value and do the 

deductions and build that out. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:19:45] Well, great. And Gary, you talked about this a few 

moments ago about why you think the company is successful. What would you like 

to add to that and then what challenges do you see the company overcoming? 

 

Gary Cooper: [00:19:56] You know, the time is definitely right for technology that, 

you know, let's an organization bring its organization chart to life in such an 

intelligent way, in such a visual way. So, as far as challenges are concerned, it really 

is and the opportunity is there to then scale up. The challenge simply is down to 

getting the right investments, to put the right headcounts in the fields, because, 

again, from a strategic alliances perspective, two major challenges are, the big hard 

bit is getting that strategic deal signed - which Stephen has across a number of 

areas, such as workforce boards and the Chamber of Commerce - now, all we need 

to do is drive that message into the field with the right number of people and, you 

know, the traction will simply multiply. So, the good news is the challenge is simply 

one of getting enough feet in the streets to develop an already successful message. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:21:01] Great. And John, how are you helping the team? What are 

you doing these days to work on this project with them? 

 

John Reynolds: [00:21:08] Ok, well I'm acting as sort of a strategic sounding board 

for Stephen. I've helped him early stage with his business strategy, looking at the 



 

financials and just making sure that, you know, when we're going for a raise that 

the numbers aren't out, and they're attractive, it's an attractive proposition. So, just 

helping Stephen in passing my knowledge really about, you know, the valuation of 

companies, how to position strategically what he needs to do, and providing any 

guidance he wants to have from me. I'm an open book and I'm here to help, 

basically. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:21:50] Great. And Jenny, what role are you playing with the 

company now? How are you helping the team? 

 

Jenny Ervine: [00:21:55] I think they're working a lot with Stephen in terms of the 

kind of investor relationship building and trying to do introductions, both here and 

locally to funds and angel investors and we were introduced to TEN Capital over in 

America as well. So, just being that kind of connection piece, of being the 

ambassador for the company to open those doors and try and start those 

conversations. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:22:16] Great. And Gary, what's your role these days? How are 

you helping the team? 

 

Gary Cooper: [00:22:21] Yeah, really it's from a sales and business development 

advisory role, again also having spent quite a bit of time on strategic alliances 

helping Stephen refine his channel strategy. And then, you know, I'm originally from 

Belfast where Stephen's based, but I've been in the States for 26 years. So, my 

other sort of role with Stephen is to help him just simply navigate the subtle 

nuances that exist in terms of positioning between both those geographies. 

 



 

Hall T Martin: [00:22:54] Very good. And John, the final question here today is, 

what else do you think the investors should know about the company? What have 

we not covered that they should be aware of? 

 

John Reynolds: [00:23:04] Well, I think it's important to know if you're going to put 

your money into a business, that it's not going to get frittered away. And, what I can 

say is that the company is managed extremely efficiently and there's no fat in the 

business. So, any money that an investor puts in is going to be put to good use and 

it's not going to be squandered away. So, that is to me, a very, very important thing. 

And I think Stephen has shown over the last five years that he's managed to bring a 

business to this stage, heavily bootstrapped and with some initial seed money from 

the likes of me and the others on the call here today, but I think he has really made 

sure that the money has gone a long way, and that's good news. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:23:49] That's great. And Jenny, what are your closing thoughts 

there about anything else the investors should know? 

 

Jenny Ervine: [00:23:56] I mean, I think this is what we would call in Northern 

Ireland, an FDI opposite. So, quite often we get companies from America coming to 

base themselves, here in Northern Ireland____________which is really ambitious and 

really exciting. We're taking it from Northern Ireland, taking the low resource cost 

base here, also using technology in the Far East to keep the resource cost down and 

enabling that runway to be extended as far as possible, taking the technology, 

taking the sales and the product and launching into America. And so, that is a bit of 

a reverse launch from the U.K. and America and there's great opportunity because 

we've been able to keep the costs down and because we're lean and agile and 

ready to go. So, back to John's point, the money will go a long way. 

 



 

Hall T Martin: [00:24:41] That's great. And Gary, what else do you think we should 

cover here before we wrap up today? 

 

Gary Cooper: [00:24:48] Yeah, look, my parting thoughts it's as good a no-brainer 

as you're going to come across, not just because of the market size and the need in 

the markets, but also because of the valuation. My other businesses look at the 

difference in valuation between the U.S. and the U.K., and in this case, Stephen's 

valuation's probably about 1/4 to 1/5 of the equivalent valuation that you get from 

a domestic U.S. startup. And not only that, as John and Jenny have already talked 

about, your money is going to go a lot further because the burn rate that we've set 

up within UpSkill again is probably anywhere from about 1/3 to 1/5 of what the 

typical burn rate would be with a domestic U.S. startup. So, again, for those 

reasons, that's why I describe it as a complete no-brainer. 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:25:48] Well, great. That wraps up the questions we have right 

now. Let's go back to Stephen and maybe Stephen you can give us a recap of the 

current fundrise status, where are we with it, and what the terms are? 

 

StephenRice: [00:26:00] Yes, so the current fundrise status, we are still seeking 

around $700,000 to be precise, $700,000 at a valuation of $2.2 million. Now, we are 

in discussions with a number of different potential investors at this point in time. 

Obviously, given the traction that we have and given the excitement that is around 

in the marketplace at the minute for solutions that are both successful within this 

current climate, but also add value to society as a whole. So, we are in a number of 

discussions, we're going through a number of due diligence questions with various 

funders, but we are open to conversations at the minute. We want to get the right 

investor in place and in play, so, you know, please do reach out and connect with 

us, because this opportunity is, you know, it's real, it's here and the market is there 

and we want to take advantage of it. So, yeah, that's where we're at. 



 

 

Hall T Martin: [00:27:08] Great. Well, we're near the end of our time. I want to 

thank everybody for joining us today, Stephen for the update, Gary, John, Jenny, 

thank you so much for taking the time to give us your perspectives on it. Always 

find these webinars very fascinating, I learn a great deal and appreciate your 

sharing your perspectives and your contributions to these startups. We'll go ahead 

and close it out now and we'll look forward to sharing this information with the 

other investors in the network as we go forward.  


