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Every year, over 10.4 million pairs of earbuds are broken in the UK during sport. Tzuka are 
a 

Loughborough graduate start-up who have developed what are believed to be the world’s 

most durable sports earphones. Specifically engineered for the toughest sporting 

environments, Tzuka’s earbuds are in line to be the first in the world with an impact re-

sistant rating, as well as being totally waterproof, shockproof and dustproof. The user can 

even store over 900 songs directly on the earbuds, allowing them to listen to music under-

water and without the need for a Bluetooth connection. 

Founded in late 2017, Tzuka have hired two interns during their time at the Studio, 

Loughborough University’s graduate enterprise hub. We spoke to Tzuka’s Founder and 

CEO Tom Jelliffe about his experience of hiring interns through Santander Universities SME 

Internship Programme. 

“When internships are done right, and this can so easily be the case, they bring a huge 

amount of value to all parties involved. There are certain hoops to jump through to set 

up an internship, but the Employer Engagement team at Loughborough University are 

incredibly useful and always willing to help. They are able to walk you through the pro-

cess, step by step to ensure all bases are covered which starts everything off on the right 

foot. 

 

 

 

 

 

Tom with his new intern, Jianjia 



The most important focus with any internship is to fill knowledge gaps within the founding 

team. We hired for roles which were, at that time, critical to get our business to the next 

stage. There is no point in bringing someone on board with the same skill set you already 

have. An intern should give you the short burst of skills you need to add value to the busi-

ness and allow you to jump over your current hurdle.  

Recently we began our second equity fundraise and we needed to showcase our product 

to prospective investors through photorealistic visuals. As a result, we interned with a re-

cently graduated Industrial Designer who helped populate our private website with bril-

liant renders and graphics. This allowed me to easily send our website to any interested in-

vestors which showed off our product and features in an incredibly professional way. Our 

first investment raise took us over 6 months to complete and our second one took under 6 

weeks.  

Internships are a great environment for knowledge transfer to take place, especially be-

cause, as we discussed above, they should be bringing in skills that you don’t have. A start-

up internship shouldn’t be a one-way street. As a founder, having a basic understanding of 

different fields puts you in a great position to effectively communicate with future freelanc-

ers or employees. Learning the jargon and key terms makes understanding problems far 

quicker and sharing ideas more accurately.  

A year ago, we worked with an electronic engineer intern. Although the focus at the time 

was to produce a basic working prototype, in the end the work was unused as the business 

pivoted from a wired to true wireless model. There was however a huge benefit in devel-

oping my personal understanding and knowledge of the electronical engineering required 

for a product like ours. Using this knowledge to effectively communicate with an electronic 

design house we have recently started working with has undoubtably saved countless 

hours and allowed their understanding of the project to be far clearer.  

When appointing an intern and planning out their work across the internship, expectations 

must be realistic. This is both in the sense of what you are looking for that intern to achieve 

and the knowledge and experience you expect them to bring to the table. The large majori-

ty of interns will be in the final year or two of university with minimal industry knowledge 

and this needs to be kept in mind.  



When Tzuka hired an electronic intern, we naively thought they would be able to create all 

of the product’s electronics that we needed to take it to market within 12 weeks. We set 

an almost an impossible task from day one and looking back on it, I should have expected 

him to tell us to get lost after we put that in front of him. We didn’t really think how our 

competitors spend hundreds of thousands on multifaceted electronics teams, yet we’d be 

able to do it in 12 weeks with a PhD intern! Think about how much can realistically be 

achieved within the timeframe.  

Measuring expectations also depends on the role you are looking to fill. An intern coming 

into a graphic design role is more likely to achieve what you would expect from a profes-

sional designer as they can do everything from their own laptop. Whereas an electronic 

engineer will need to work with an electronics manufacturer to create something tangible 

such as a working prototype. Be realistic in what you want to be achieved, what other re-

quirements/costs might occur and make sure your intern is comfortable with this as well.  

Setting realistic goals which both you and the intern help to set is the best place to get 

started. You can decide together how short or long term these goals are, but the end result 

should be one where your business achieves something it couldn’t previously which brings 

a huge amount of satisfaction to both you and your intern.  

Managing your intern comes down to your own personal style and company culture. This is 

entirely dependent on you but having a brand persona and management style in mind be-

fore employing an intern is critical. This can be how often targets are set and delivery dates 

are due. Do you prefer an intern being set a whole project and then revisiting in 4 weeks? 

Or should there be small steps on that journey that require a meeting every week? Do you 

want to offer flexible hours or the ability to work from home? Or do you prefer face to face 

meetings (when Covid-19 allows). Take into account that different individuals prefer differ-

ent management styles. Ask your intern what they are comfortable with but have your ide-

al scenario in your head as well.  

Overall, an internship should bring value to both parties. It is a great chance for you to 

learn about a new field and fill in knowledge gaps to get your business to the next level. 

Your intern is able to experience working life in an entrepreneurial environment and make 

their mark on what will hopefully be a successful brand in the near future.  


