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Back in 2017 I came back from placement and made the important decision as many stu-

dents do, what to choose as my dissertation project? I scanned the list set by my depart-

ment and there was one that stood out by a mile – 3D print a hand. This was what I was 

looking for, something interesting that used 3D printing and could benefit someone if I 

could make it work. I went to see the supervisor having already come up with some ideas 

of what I’d like to do, and by the next week the project was mine. I did some research and 

decided I wanted to focus the project further and make a prosthetic hand for children that 

could grow with them. I’d looked at what was already available on the market and it 

seemed glaringly obvious that this was missing from current prosthetic market; and I al-

ready knew someone who needed a prosthetic like this. 

Fast forward to the end of the year and I now had a prototype to present at my degree 

show that could just about pick up an empty bottle of water. It wasn’t perfect, but it 

looked the part and the proof of concept was there. At this point I hadn’t thought about 

what to do next with my project, the degree portion of work was finished but I still felt 

there was more to do. During my degree show the head of enterprise for my department 

came and spoke to me and asked if I’d ever considered turning this into a business – my 

answer was no, but now the idea was in my head it seemed like this might be exactly the 

right thing to do. The next week I’d had meetings with the head of enterprise, a Paralympic 

athlete and the University Enterprise team and I was set, I was starting a business. 

Over the next month I registered for some enterprise events that the university was run-

ning, got paired up with a business mentor and registered my company officially as 

ExpHand Prosthetics. It was at this point that I had to think about what I was going to do 

once I finished my degree, I’d been planning on going back to my placement company and 

working there, but I didn’t think I’d be able to do that and run a company. I asked around 

within the Loughborough Enterprise Network (LEN) and found out about The Studio, 

Loughborough’s Graduate Enterprise Incubator. I set up a skype call with the incubator 

manager to find out more and by the time I came back to university in September I was set  



on that’s where I wanted to be at the end of my degree. I’d still be based in Loughborough 

with access to the university facilities and training and I could apply to start straight away 

once I’d finished my exams. September 2018 was the leap of faith point in my journey, ei-

ther I applied to go back to my placement company now or pass up the opportunity and 

decided to go on with the business. It was a scary decision to make, but everything seemed 

to be falling into place. September came and went, and I didn’t apply for a grad job.  

During my master’s year I carried on working on my business as part of an advanced engi-

neering research module and got heavily involved in the Loughborough Enterprise Net-

work (LEN). I was also able to change my optional modules to focus more on business and 

3D printing. In January I was asked by the LEN if I wanted to take part in Ingenuity19, an 

enterprise event at Nottingham University, I signed up and went along – my first enterprise 

event outside of Loughborough. Attached to the event was a competition where you could 

enter a business idea and pitch to try and win funding for your business. After making lots 

of connections at the events and working on my idea further I decided to enter the compe-

tition. Come April 2018, I’d made it to the finals of the competition and went to a very nice 

awards ceremony in Nottingham – there were lots of prizes on offer and I was really hoping 

to come away with one of them. By the end of the evening I’d come away with five awards 

and over £18,000 in funding – I was blown away. This is it I thought, it’s finally become real. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Kate with one of her (many) awards! 

 



In the following few weeks I found myself being interviewed on BBC radio Leicester and 

had my business featured in the Nottingham Post. I followed up on a lot of connections I’d 

made at the awards ceremony and had some really helpful conversations that allowed me 

to move forward with my business. Around this time I was also had someone approach me 

about interning with my company over the summer holidays; along with my business men-

tor I arranged a video interview and a few weeks later I had an intern confirmed to start 

the week after I finished my last exam.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The first purchase  

 

June 2019 was quite a whirlwind, my exams were all at the start of exam period so I was 
done before some people had even started. I’d given myself a week off before my intern 
came which in hindsight should have been two weeks so I could spend more time with 
friends before they left to go home. Day 1 of working full time for myself was also Day 1 of 
having an intern and Day 1 of moving into the Studio, overall it was quite a big day! The 
next three weeks flew by, I got settled into working life quickly, got to know the other grad-
uate businesses in the Studio and learnt how to manage someone. It was great to be sur-
rounded by other people in the same situation as me but with a little more experience, you 
could bounce an idea around and get feedback and advice really quickly. It was at this 
point that I bought my first 3D printer with money I’d pitched for from the Start-Up Fund; 
this was the biggest purchase I’d ever made and it suddenly made everything feel very re-
al! This was also a big point in ExpHand Prosthetics timeline as it meant we could start 
manufacturing our own prosthetics, we finally felt like a proper company.  



After those first few weeks I settled into a new routine and working for myself because the 

new normal. One of the strangest things to begin with was working during the summer 

holiday, this was the first time I’d not had at least a month off over the summer and I’m 

not going to lie there were times when I looked at my friends and wished I had another 

long summer holiday. I made sure to give myself some time off to enjoy the summer but it 

was a lot easier being in work full time once everyone else was back at university and 

working too.  

During this past year whilst I’ve been working in the Studio I’ve redesigned my prosthetic, 

submitted two patent applications and given out or first prototype. At the time it felt like 

we were moving forward really slowly but looking back it’s crazy to think how much we’ve 

achieved since the summer. Starting my own business and taking it on full time has given 

me so many opportunities that I’d have never had in any other line of work, I’ve been able 

to speak in front of hundreds of people, participate in international summer schools and 

conferences and have interns and work experience students of my own that I’ve been able 

to mentor. Though it’s definitely the scariest thing I’ve ever done, I’m very glad I took the 

leap and decided to pursue something of my own creation that I really enjoy doing. I’ve 

been surrounded by people that have supported and encouraged me in what I’m doing, 

I’ve been given countless bits of advice and words of wisdom as well as people giving up 

their time to help me whenever they could. My final words of advice to anyone thinking of 

starting their own business, never underestimate the power of a strong network and make 

the most of any opportunity that’s put in front of you – you never know what it might lead 

to! 


