
Ask the expert: finding 
and securing funding 

Finding funding opportunities

Where should businesses and entrepreneurs 
be looking for funding opportunities?
The type of funding you are looking for will depend on many 
things, for example the stage your project or company is 
at, or what you are looking to fund (innovation, growth, 
commercialisation, assets or labour, etc).  

Here are a few examples: 

• To start a business, a very popular solution is to access 
the start-up loan provided by the British Business Bank. 
This is a national offer. On a more local North East 
perspective, NEL Fund Managers offers a Small Loan Fund 
supported by The European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF), but for which you usually need to prove traction. 
However, they can operate on a case by case basis, so it’s 
always worth getting in touch. 

• If you are looking for growth funding, there are some 
local funds available; NEL Fund Managers offers 
the Growth Capital Fund, Maven Capital Partners the 
Development Capital Fund and Mercia Asset Management 
the Venture Fund. All three are funds that support 
businesses already trading and generating revenues 
via debt finance, mezzanine loans or equity investment. 
Contacting private investors directly is also a good 
option for growth. Additionally, NBSL offers small 
business grants to cover marketing, web design, process 
improvement, etc. 

• If you need to fund an innovation project, Northstar 
Ventures offers an Innovation Fund to back scalable 
innovative business ideas. The North East BIC have an 
Innovation Programme, an ERDF funded grant, covering 
40% of an innovation project using third party expertise 
(subcontracted). They offer support to write the bid and 
the grant is continuously accessible. The Innovation 
Super Network offers a similar Innovation Grant, but have 
specific deadlines for application. They also regularly have 
challenges in collaboration with large businesses (such as 
Northumbrian Water). On a national level, Innovate UK is 
the main UK innovation funding provider (through grants 
mainly). Their competitions have specific deadlines and 
are sector specific. The exception would be the SMART 
grant, open to all industries and usually available three to 
four times a year.  

• Other indirect offers: Enterprise Zones, which are areas 
across England that provide tax breaks and government 
support (find out more about the North East Zones on the 
North East LEP website. 
The government also offers: 

 —R&D Tax Credit: tax relief for companies working on 
innovative projects.

 —Patent Boxes: a government scheme encouraging 
companies to commercialize their intellectual property 
in the UK. By electing into the Patent Box, you can apply 
a lower rate of Corporation Tax to profits earned from 
your patented inventions.

Lavinia Malo, Innovation Consultant at DRIAD, which supports innovative 
startups and SMEs through strategic advice, business coaching, grant 
writing and proof-reading, gives advice on how to find and secure funding. 

https://www.startuploans.co.uk/
https://nel.co.uk/funds/small-loan-fund/
https://nel.co.uk/funds/growth-capital-fund/
https://funds.mavencp.com/nedcf
https://www.northeastfund.org/venture-fund-2/
https://nbsl.org.uk/nebsf
https://nbsl.org.uk/nebsf
https://www.northstarventures.co.uk/funds/north-east-innovation-fund
https://www.northstarventures.co.uk/funds/north-east-innovation-fund
https://www.ne-bic.co.uk/supporting-innovation/innovation-programme/
https://supernetwork.org.uk/grants/
https://apply-for-innovation-funding.service.gov.uk/competition/search
https://www.northeastlep.co.uk/projects-and-funding/funding/enterprise-zones/
https://www.driad.co/


What support is available to signpost 
businesses to funding opportunities?
Depending on the type of support you need or the 
information you are after, you can look in different 
places. Here are a few examples of support and funding 
opportunity signposting: 

North East Local Enterprise Partnership 
They signpost funding opportunities across the North 
East, but also offer resources for growth and development 
(including job creation) in the region. 

North East Funds 
The North East Funds signposts and helps manage the NEL 
support as well as private investors support (mainly Mercia, 
Maven and Northstar). 

KTN 
Knowledge Transfer Network works very closely with 
Innovate UK. For almost every Innovate UK competition, they 
will signpost it and offer a briefing session, as well as give 
contact details and support for it. 

All the other providers/fund managers I’ve mentioned in the 
previous questions also signpost their funding opportunities 
and sometimes offer challenges, procurement, tenders, 
and so on. Universities also offer support (for example 
Northumbria University’s Business Clinic) - and in some 
cases, investment - as well as collaboration for research. 

Sunderland Software City
If you need support in a specific area, Sunderland Software 
City offers 12 hours of fully funded business support for 
North East LEP area based businesses - they support 
innovation roadmapping, market intelligence, technical 
specification of your innovation, and networking. 

How can businesses find the right investor or 
funding stream for them?
Here are some general factors that will influence 
your search: 

• The stage your company is at will influence the relevance 
of a funding stream, i.e. are you pre-revenue or an 
established business? Most grants will request match-
funding, meaning you will need to invest either private 
funds or have revenue to reinvest. Traditional loans 
require assets. Mezzanine-loans (combining debt and 
equity) require fewer assets, but solid projections. 

• Your runway will play an important role in finding the 
right funding stream. If your runway is short, accessing 
grants can be tricky as the time-to-grant tends to be long. 

• Your growth plans. If you are a start-up with innovation 
as a key factor, you will be aiming for rapid growth. If you 
are a mature business looking to diversify, your growth 
will be slower. This will not attract the same type of 
investors; high growth start-ups will look for early Seed 
funding and will be more attractive to business angels, 
while more mature businesses will be of higher interest to 
venture capital investors. 

• Your R&D plans and roadmap: having strong innovation 
plans can open the doors to innovation grants. 

Taking this into account (and how much you can get from 
FFF - Friends, Family and Fools!) keep a look-out for relevant 
opportunities and contact investors (or syndicates) directly 
to know more about what they are looking for and what they 
prefer to fund. 

https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/business-services/engage-with-us/talent-and-insight/the-business-clinic/


What different types of funding 
are available?
• Loans: are repayable funds. For the start-up loan, for 

example, you have a fixed fee of 6% (per year) and the loan 
is repayable over 1-5 years. Every lender will have their 
own terms and conditions.  

• Debt finance: a company will raise money by selling debt 
instruments to investors. However, unlike equity financing, 
there is no ownership exchange and debt financing must 
be paid back.

• Equity financing: There are different types of private 
equity investments; Business Angels usually back early 
startups or smaller entrepreneurs (including pre-
revenue companies) in exchange for ownership equity 
(or convertible debt) in the company. Venture Capitalists 
provide capital to companies with high growth potential 
in exchange for an equity stake. Their preferred stage is 
usually companies looking to access commercialization. 

• Crowdfunding: is funding a project by raising small 
amounts of money from a large number of people, using 
online registries. Investment can be reward-based (gifts, 
become a beta-tester, etc) or equity-based. 

• Grants: grants are usually provided by a public body or 
a charitable foundation. They represent non-dilutive 
investments (no equity exchange) and do not need to be 
paid back. However, they are subject to a competitive 
process and projects need to prove public benefit. 
Additionally, grants are for the most part paid in arrears 
(some are lump sum and for EU grants for example, you 
will get 40% upfront and the remainder in arrears).

Preparing a funding bid:

What are the key things businesses need to 
think about when writing a bid?
• Financial situation: Grants are generally paid in arrears 

and need to be match funded (a grant will usually cover 
40% to 70% of a project). Therefore, you effectively need 
to have access to the full amount you are asking for 
beforehand. 

• Time: It will always take more time than you think to 
access a grant! The writing takes approximately one 
month. After that, to give an idea of timeframe of an 
Innovate UK grant: the reviewing processes is two 
months followed by between one and two months of due 
diligence. You can usually claim the first part of your grant 
three months after the start of the project, which is then 
followed by one month of audit. Therefore, unlocking an 
Innovate UK grant can take approximately nine months. 

• Documentation: Make sure you have access to all 
the information needed before you start to write (e.g. 
competition analysis, market analysis, risk analysis, 
financial projections, recruitment projections, 
dissemination strategies, subcontractor costs, etc).  

• Recommendation: An expression of interest from a 
potential user or a letter of support can increase the 
credibility of your solution’s commercial potential. 

• Accuracy: Focus on qualitative, not quantitative 
information. If you cannot provide qualified data on a 
topic (for example, if you are creating a new market), 
give educated “guesstimates” (in our example: size of the 
intersecting market segments).

• Purpose: Be sure you know – and state – clearly what 
you are intending to fund. This seems obvious, but every 
competition has a specific scope and eligibility criteria; 
being slightly outside the requests will usually result in an 
immediate negative outcome. 



How can businesses match their bid to an 
investor’s needs and priorities?
Public funding all have specific objectives; e.g. Innovate 
UK’s SMART grant is aimed at funding disruptive innovation 
and create strong commercial leaders; the Future Plastic 
Packaging competition aims to support the emergence of 
new technologies to solve the plastic waste crisis, etc.  

Private investors have a similar approach. They have 
their own priorities and funding strategies. For example, 
some will only invest in companies that can prove a rapid 
return on investment, others will focus on projects and 
technologies that have an impact on climate change. 

Therefore, it’s always important to find and understand 
the scope of a competition or the mission of an investor. If 
you are unsure about the latter, don’t hesitate to ask the 
funder directly for more information and clarification. Do not 
send an application or request without making sure you are 
answering the demands and priorities of the funding stream 
you are aiming for. 

Are there any common pitfalls businesses 
should try to avoid? 
 Common oversights in regard to grant funding include: 

• Going after funding without a clear vision of how it’s going 
to be used

• Not understanding the fine prints of a funding stream

• Twisting the business model/strategy to fit within a 
funding stream

• Trying to get as much as possible instead of going after 
what is needed

• Having no clear understanding of the competition

When writing a bid, here are a few common pitfalls and how 
to avoid them: 

• Scope and eligibility: make sure your intended project fits 
the eligibility criteria fully. 

• Word count: Every question has a limited word count, 
use them all and be specific. If the possibility for an 
appendix exists, use that opportunity to further present 
your project. 

• Sub-questions: Innovate UK questions, under “how to 
apply”, all have sub-questions. Make sure to answer every 
bullet point. 

• Consider your audience: while you are a specialist in your 
subject, assessors reviewing your application might not 
be. Be careful about the technical vocabulary you use, 
simplify and explain. Use short sentences to be clear and 
concise. Consider getting a person outside your sector to 
proofread and give you some feedback.

• Impact and growth: Innovate UK grants are taxpayers’ 
money, therefore illustrating the impact of the project 
beyond the company is extremely important (regional 
impacts are especially important). As investors, Innovate 
UK also want to read about growth projections (financial, 
HR, etc.) as well as further commitment to R&D. 

Accessing help

How can DRIAD help North East businesses 
access innovation funding? 
As you have probably noticed, there is no centralised 
funding signposting for the North East (this would be 
difficult to implement anyway, to say the least), so we try 
to make people aware of as much local funds as possible. 
We also survey national and European innovation grant 
opportunities and keep in touch with private investors.  

We offer free business support on first contact. This 
allows us to assess the stage the project/company is at 
and understand what the growth plans are. We can then 
suggest possible routes and make you aware of different 
opportunities. 

If you intend to go for a grant application, we can help either 
review or write it, therefore helping you avoid common 
pitfalls. We also alleviate the company with the hours 
needed to write one; an aspect that is often overlooked! 

Our main aim is however to help the local entrepreneurial 
economy grow, by offering long-term support (six to 12 
months) to ensure you find the right opportunities at 
the right moment. We offer support to structure your 
R&D roadmapping, apply for funding opportunities when 
relevant, and give you access to our network of business 
support specialists (academic and industrial partners, IP 
specialists, tax credit specialists, etc).

Contact DRIAD
You can connect with us on social media or through 
our website, driad.co where you can subscribe to our 
newsletter for monthly funding opportunities updates. 

We have a free monthly grant clinic, a 30-minute, one-to-
one chat where you can ask us any questions you might 
have around funding, growth, local opportunities, etc. 

You can also contact me directly at lavinia@driad.co 

https://www.driad.co/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/grant-funding-clinic-newcastle-tickets-162302476075)
mailto:lavinia%40driad.co?subject=

