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Finding your first funding (i.e. a loan, investment, a grant etc) is always one of the most 
challenging hurdles as an entrepreneur. Regardless of whether this is your first time, sec-
ond time or more, convincing others to financially support your business through debt, eq-
uity or other means can be extremely draining, but never impossible. It is one of the key 
activities in running a business that will define you as a founder, entrepreneur and leader. 
‘Selling’ doesn’t always mean selling your product or service. Founders, in particular 
(especially sole founders), will have to know how to sell themselves, their ideas, their vi-
sion and their long-term plans with the business. 

 

As a (once upon a time) student entrepreneur, I have always been convinced that one of 
the ‘safest’ places to commercialise your ideas and start a business has been within a Uni-
versity and, in particular during your time there as either a Undergraduate or Postgraduate 
student. A University provides a de-risked environment for sole/co-founders to network 
and connect with other team members. As a student entrepreneur, you have access to 
multiple sources of funding through mini competitions and enterprise funds giving you ad-
mission to endless resources, advice and support while developing your idea. Further-
more, the mentoring available through the universities’ trusted network of alumni can also 
open doors for you as a founder or employee within the business. 

 

One of the most notable things about being a student entrepreneur is your ability to gen-
erate innovative ideas. You are young, energetic, motivated, inspired, and are not distract-
ed by some of the ‘background noise’ or responsibilities that may appear as you leave and 
enter employment, potentially get married and/or have a family. The appetite for risk is 
higher, the thirst for success is greater and the surrounding collegiate ecosystem endorses 
enterprise making it the ideal scenario to cultivate your ideas/business. However, regard-
less of all of the above, accessing funds to take your ideas forward will always remain a 
hurdle and a competitive one too. The list of three immediate sources of funding available 
to you as a student graduate have been highlighted below and are all very realistic oppor-
tunities to bring in cash to the start-up, in parallel. 



1. Self-funding, Savings, Selling Assets 

This is an approach often referred to as ‘bootstrapping’ to generate cash quickly to fund 
the initial stages of your business whilst staying lean and minimising overheads. Self-
funding is usually enough to get your product/service out to market and start generating 
sales. It builds value into your business which you can then use as a starting point to raise 
investment. If you are not willing to invest in your own business, it is unlikely others will. 
So, if you can invest your own savings, I would highly recommend doing so. It will demon-
strate to others, specifically other funders, how serious you are about your business. 

 

2. Student Competitions, University Enterprise Grants 

Every University with an entrepreneurial drive and culture offers access to some funding 
(whether £100, £500, right up to £10,000!) which is often enough to take your idea to the 
next stage needed. Competitions will vary in funds (i.e. award size), but they are relatively 
easy to access if you make the time and give it the effort/commitment it deserves when 
applying. My first business was awarded £500 (through the University’s Entrepreneurs So-
ciety) for a design of a prototype that I wanted to manufacture and this was sufficient for 
me to grow this to a business that had raised several hundreds of thousands of pounds 
(through innovation grants, investors and other competition prizes). It is important to that 
this was over a period of 3-4 years and securing funds takes a lot of persistence, patience 
and resilience however the journey you take on will be a highly rewarding one and one you 
can be proud of regardless of the outcome. In summary, these funds should not be over-
looked and taken lightly, they could potentially change the direction of your life and busi-
ness. They did mine, and all with just £500! 

 

3. Friends and Family 

Friends and Family is the final and most immediate source of funding when bootstrapping 
your business. Usually, this source is ignored although it offers the quickest turnaround 
with minimal efforts to bring cash into your business. Asking for small pockets of money 
from close friends and family can limit ‘damage’ in case the business collapses, so it is im-
portant to make clear the business risks when raising capital from close peers and to be as 
honest and transparent as possible with the risks involved in starting a business. You will be 
amazed at how some family and friends may just admire your drive and offer some money 
to support your journey. Personally, I have been through this once with my second busi-
ness and it offers a rapid turnaround to bring in several thousands of pounds to allow you 
to hit key milestones, prove product-market fit and traction. Small raises through friends 



and family can quickly get you to market without much hassle or take you to the next in-
flection point when you are investment-ready. 

 

My Journey – Dr. Salman Malik –  

From Student Scientist to Entrepreneur/CEO 
 

As a graduate of University College London (UCL), I have first-hand experience of taking my 
idea (as a student) and turning it into a reality post-graduation . During my PhD research 
(Figure 1), I was fortunate enough to travel on a research exchange programme to Yale Uni-
versity and become the first student (at UCL) to establish an ‘innovation pipeline’ between 
the universities to encourage knowledge exchange and spin-out activity. It was during this 
trip that I initially thought of developing a process to uniformly produce microparticles 
with a scalable device that I operated. However, on return from my exchange, I never really 
thought much of it, it was the sort of a “who am I kidding?!” attitude which meant I ig-
nored it for a few months. Fast-forward a few more months and I began to think about the 
idea a bit more. I noted that the UCL Entrepreneurs Society had released a Venture Fund 
which meant I could apply for up to £1k of funding. After successfully getting through to 
the finals and pitching, I was awarded £500 – enough for me to get my initial prototype 
made (with a further £300 investment from myself); one of the best and most life-changing 
investments I have made to date. Little did I realise that this would be the beginning of an 
incredible journey from a young published scientist to an entrepreneur and CEO at age 26. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Sal was never your traditional scientist in the lab and out of it! 



With IP clearance received from the University, I successfully applied for a prestigious En-
terprise Fellowship from The Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE). This is a Scottish Enterprise 
(SE) funded year-long training programme that enables promising science and technology 
researchers to grow into successful entrepreneurs. All awardees get to focus solely on re-
fining their business ideas, while gaining access to some of the best commercial training 
and mentorship available in the United Kingdom. This year was the turning point in my 
journey as an entrepreneur and I successfully secured our first major innovation grant from 
SE. Following this, I went on a personal growth journey with the start-up, pitching (Figure 
2) and raising investment, securing several innovation grants to develop the technology, 
and winning multiple awards along the way… becoming recognised as a multi award-
winning entrepreneur. I managed a small, high-performance team and we had formed our 
own ‘go-to’ advisory board (made up of leading scientific experts and commercial champi-
ons). 

 

Although, disappointingly, the technology failed several times, the journey and what I be-
came in the process was more important that the dream itself. Since the conclusion of this 
start-up, I have been appointed an advisory board member at UCL, run my own barber-
inspired cosmetics shaving brand which has organically grown in the first year, and I now 
help to educate and support the next generation of student entrepreneurs at Loughbor-
ough University London as their Resident Entrepreneur. One way in which I can summarise 
my journey is to be prepared for opportunities when they come, just as Whitney Young Jr. 
quotes: “It is better to be prepared for an opportunity and not have one, than to have an 
opportunity and not be prepared.”  

 

Figure 2. Sal pitching for investment at the Oxford Saïd Business School. 


